
        
            
                
            
        

    

Change in Time

 

 

 

Working in the past is hell on your future.

  

Landry’s life has always been about doing her duty and giving it her all, and when they have to stop a deranged serial killer in the past, she tries to stay focused. But now, with Jade Carter always on her mind, her worry about Delaney’s mental welfare, and her attempt to have a normal life, things feel more complex than ever before. 

  

Plagued by nightmares and memories of the woman she left behind in Nazi Germany, Delaney knows things have to change, and she’s the one to make it happen. But making those changes may mean she loses Landry forever. When she sets her plans in motion during their mission, she has no idea how it will end.  Will their differences demand the ultimate sacrifice?
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Chapter One

 

 

 


11:30 p.m., May 24, 2076—Pulsus Island


 


Landry pulled her car into the lot and jumped out. She opened the
rear door and tried hard to steel herself against the vision of how damaged
Jade looked. She leaned in, slipped her arms beneath Jade’s limp body, and took
her out of the car before kicking the door shut.


“Everything’s going to be okay, baby. I promise.”


It must’ve been the hundredth time she’d said it in the thirty
minutes since the accident. Usually, she never made promises unless she was
sure she could keep them. Worse yet, this one depended on her mom.


She leaned her ear to Jade’s chest. Her breathing was shallow,
but Landry took it as a sign of hope. Her mom was a damn fine surgeon, but she
couldn’t bring people back from the dead.


“Donovan, is that you?”


Landry nodded, thankful it was Garrett at the cargo platform.
“Sure is, hoss. I need to go back to the island.” As she walked toward him and
into the platform lights, Garrett’s expression changed, and Landry could see he
wasn’t about to let her board the train with Jade in her arms.


“Whoa there, cowboy. Who have you got there?”


“I’ve called ahead. Elena Donovan is expecting us. I need you to
drive us home.”


Landry could see Garrett processing the information. Everyone
knew Elena was Landry’s mom, and given that her first mission at Pulsus saved
Elena to continue her work with Jay Jenkin, they also thought she had special
treatment. Landry tried to make sure that it wasn’t actually the case, but in
this instance, it was probably best for Garrett to believe it.


“No one called me, Donovan. You know I can’t let a civilian on
the island or I risk losing my job.”


Landry stepped into the personal space between them as calmly as
she possibly could considering the storm of emotions in her head. “Step aside,
Garrett, or you risk losing a lot more than that.” Landry was serious. Nothing
and no one was going to stop her from getting Jade on the island to see her
mom, and if that meant putting Garrett down, that’s what she’d do.


Garrett must’ve understood exactly what she meant, because he
moved out of the way. Landry nodded her thanks.


“Take this train as fast as it goes, hoss.”


“If you’re sure, cowboy.” Garrett still looked uncertain but
jogged off to the cab to set the train on its return to the island.


Landry got into the first open carriage and settled gingerly onto
a seat, careful not to move Jade too much. She rested Jade’s feet on a luggage
rack to elevate them in an effort to cope with the blood loss. Landry was far
too aware that if she didn’t get Jade to her mom fast enough, the potential
decrease in circulation could result in gangrene and the removal of her leg.
With no road to concentrate on, she only had Jade to look at, and it didn’t
fill her with hope. Her olive skin was drained of its usual color, and her lips
were beginning to show a bluish tint. She lifted Jade’s hand and saw the same
effect in her fingernails.


As the train began to move, she pressed her lips to Jade’s hand
and kissed her gently. “I’m going to take care of you, baby, I promise.” Another promise I don’t know if I
can keep. Landry knew it was desperation, and it was for her benefit,
not Jade’s.


Landry placed her head on Jade’s chest and closed her eyes. There
was nothing else she could do right now. She was at the mercy of the high-speed
train. And when she got to Pulsus, Jade would be in the hands of her mom. She
hoped Jenkin wouldn’t be there with her. A confrontation with her mom’s lover
wasn’t what Landry needed. If Jenkin tried to keep her mom from helping Jade,
Landry could only hope her mom would make the right choice.


 


*****


 


There was no one guarding the platform, but Landry knew the
cameras and body scanners between here and the regen lab would monitor her
arrival and track her movements. Security would be alerted to the presence of a
non-Pulsus employee, so she had to get there before they tried to stop her.


She thanked Garrett before putting Jade in her car and flooring
it to the regen lab. Her mom greeted her at the door on the ground floor.


“Landry, what on earth are you doing? Is this the girl you were
telling me about?”


Landry sidestepped her and headed for the elevator. “Mom, I don’t
need your judgment right now. I need your help. She can’t lose her leg…I can’t
lose her.”


Her mom said nothing as they got in, and she pressed for the
surgical level.


“What did you tell Jenkin?”


“I told her you had an emergency, which is all I knew at the
time. She’ll soon find out what’s really going on when security alerts her to
this breach.”


Her mom waved her hand in Jade’s direction, and Landry pulled
Jade closer to her, feeling unreasonably protective given that it was only her
mom who could save Jade.


“You can’t let her stop you. Promise me.”


Elena stepped out of the elevator and looked back at Landry. “You
don’t have to lecture me, sweetheart. I took an oath to do my utmost to save people,
always. I won’t let your friend die.”


Landry followed her mom to an operating room and waited as she
prepped for surgery.


“Lay her on the table.”


Landry gently placed Jade where her mom had instructed and
stepped back. She activated the pod, and the body scanner zipped up and down
the length of Jade’s frame in seconds. Her blood pressure and body temperature
appeared on the glass screen beside the table, along with detailed analysis of
Jade’s organs.


“She’s in hypovolemic shock. I need an IV to extract and
replicate her blood to have any hope of replenishing what she’s lost before she
suffers any kidney or brain damage. You got her to me in time to save her life,
but I can’t guarantee her leg.”


Landry felt her own legs falter and sought support from a nearby
blood station. She heard “heart strength,” “dobutamine,” and “gangrene,” but
was already fixated on her mom’s previous words, “I can’t guarantee her leg.”
She didn’t hear anyone approaching until it was too late, when strong hands
grabbed her, and her arms were forced behind her back.


“What the hell have you done, Donovan?” Jenkin stepped in front
of Landry. 


“You should let me go right now unless you want this to get
nasty.”


She laughed dismissively, confident in the abilities of her
cohorts to keep Landry under control, and turned away. “Elena, what do you
think you’re doing?”


Jenkin moved toward her mom, and Landry kicked out, sweeping
Jenkin’s legs from under her. She crashed to the floor while security pushed
Landry to her knees.


“Don’t even think about trying to stop her.” Landry still managed
to pull the ones holding her forward.


Jenkin got up and brushed her clothes down. The anger and bruised
pride in her eyes was ill disguised.


“I won’t stop her from saving your girlfriend, Donovan. But I will
wipe her memory and have her put back home none the wiser. And I will deal with you.”


Jenkin nodded to her security detail, and Landry felt a blunt
blow to the back of her head. She fell to the floor, dazed, and was vaguely
conscious of her wrists and ankles being fixed into bindings.


“JJ, that wasn’t necessary.”


“Just because she’s your daughter doesn’t mean the rules don’t
apply to her, Elena.”


“I realize that, but you didn’t have to knock her out.”


“They’ll have to hit me harder than that if they want to knock me
out.” Landry grunted as she was hauled to her feet, and Jenkin turned to face
her again.


“Maybe this’ll work then, tough guy.”


Jenkin pulled something from her pocket and pressed it to
Landry’s neck. She felt a sharp pain before everything went black. Jade.


Chapter Two

 

 

 


1:00 a.m., May 25, 2076—Pulsus Island


 


“What the fuck is this?” Landry gestured as best she could with
her hands secured to the bench she was sitting on.


“You need to calm down, pumpkin.”


“Don’t call me pumpkin, and don’t tell me to calm down. Tell me
about Jade. Where is she? How
is she?”


“She’s under strong sedation while her tissue repairs.”


Landry checked her watch. One
a.m. “You better tell me Jenkin hasn’t wiped her mind.”


Her mom shook her head. “I wouldn’t let her do that yet. Jade’s
system wouldn’t be able to cope with it.”


Landry blew out a long breath and tried to temper the desire to
destroy anything and everyone that might stand between her and Jade. “What do
you mean, ‘yet’? Jade’s a civilian—Jenkin has no right to touch her. If she
did, she’d be committing a criminal offense, and I swear to God, I’d take her
down for that.” And if
the authorities didn’t do anything, I’d take care of the bitch personally.


Elena sighed and sat beside Landry. She tentatively put her hand
on Landry’s thigh and squeezed. “Honey, have you considered the possibility
that a mind wipe would be for the best? You don’t know that Jade can cope with
what’s happened. The things we’ve done for her are way beyond anything they’ve
developed on the mainland. It’s possible her brain won’t be able to cope with
it. Would you rather she went crazy? And what if she tells people about our
work? We’ll have every government in the world sailing to our shores trying to
buy our expertise…or steal it.”


Landry ignored the government angle. “What if she went crazy?
That’s ridiculous logic, Mom. She was going to die, and you saved her. I’ll
speak to her, explain what we do here, and why we have to keep it a secret.
She’ll understand. I know she will.”


“Now you’re the one being ridiculous. How can you know what she
will or will not do? You’ve only known the woman a few weeks. This isn’t like
you, Landry.”


“How would you know whether it’s like me or not?” Landry
regretted the words as soon as they tumbled from her mouth. The insinuation
that her mom didn’t know her own daughter was her most powerful weapon when she
was angry. But she needed to get her on her side, and she knew damn well
pissing her off wasn’t the way to do that. The look of sadness that dropped
like a theater curtain over her mom’s eyes was obvious, and Landry tried to
change tack. “You’ve never known me in love before, Mom. I’ve never known me in
love. This is what that looks like.” Finally saying it out loud made it seem
even more real. She only wished she’d said it to Jade when she had the chance. I have to have another chance.


Elena had stiffened from the comment, and she visibly relaxed a
little. “I understand love, Landry, I do. And I’m glad you’ve found it.” She
moved her hand from Landry’s thigh and took her shackled hand. “But we can’t
run the whole Pulsus organization on the ebb and flow of your emotions. You
know that.”


Landry withdrew her hand. “Jade’s no threat to Pulsus, Mom. And
neither am I. Why am I in an isolation cell?”


“You assaulted JJ, and you broke the rules regarding civilians
and this island facility. What did you think would happen?”


“I have to see Jade. If you don’t get me out of here, I’ll break
out. There’s no system in the world I can’t infiltrate and override.”


Elena raised her eyebrows. “Even with your hands incapacitated?”


She sounded impressed and more than a little proud. Landry tipped
her head to the side slightly. “Try me. But it’d be less painful for everyone
else if you just let me out.” She could see her mom considering the options.
“Give me a security escort if you need to. Is it Jenkin you’re afraid of?”
Landry decided to appeal to her mom’s sense of independence, hoping Jenkin
hadn’t fucked it out of her. She balked internally at the image of Jenkin with
her mom. I’ll take a mind
wipe now.


“Of course I’m not afraid of JJ.”


“So take me to see Jade.”


Landry’s challenge hung in the air, waiting to be accepted or
dismissed.


“Fine. Let’s go.” Elena stood, walked to the security panel on
the wall, and tapped in the ten-digit code to release Landry’s wrists.


Landry smiled. Like
mother, like daughter. Neither of them could walk away from a direct
challenge, no matter how obvious or manipulative it was.


 


*****


 


As they made their way to Jade’s recovery room, watched closely
by everyone they passed, Landry didn’t ask the question about Jade’s leg. She
admitted she was afraid to know the answer. If her mom hadn’t managed to save
it, would Jade even want to live? Would she blame Landry for saving her and say
she’d rather have died? Landry knew that extremely active people struggled to
cope with life-altering disabilities that came as an adult. She was sure she’d
struggle to accept life without a limb. Although the field of prosthetics was
greatly improved from previous decades, even Pulsus hadn’t managed to create
artificial limbs as perfect as the real thing. Jade would be able to play
basketball but not at the same level. Right now, basketball was her life. How
could she cope without it?


Her mom had been uncharacteristically quiet too, making Landry
think she didn’t want to admit her failure. They got to the room, and her mom
paused as if she was going to speak, but didn’t. Landry’s sense of dread grew
larger, and the ball of heavy anxiety in her gut became almost unbearable.


Landry saw the bedsheets clearly outlining two legs. You’re okay. Jade’s
color had returned, and aside from the myriad tubes emerging from various parts
of her body, she simply looked as though she were sleeping. Landry wondered
about waking up next to her every day on the mainland, just like they were
supposed to have done this morning. She went to her bedside and leaned down to
kiss her. The warmth and softness of Jade’s lips were further comfort.


“Are you sure you’re ready for this?”


Landry nodded. “I’ve been getting ready for this my whole life. I
just didn’t know it.”


Elena smiled as she adjusted the sedation and stimulation
chemicals via the terminal on the opposite side of the bed to Landry. “She’ll
come around in five minutes. I hope you know what you’re going to say.”


“Let me worry about Jade. Please keep Jenkin away from us.”
Landry delivered her words softly, but her implied intention was lined with
steel. If Jenkin came anywhere near Jade to wipe her memory, her mom wouldn’t
like the consequences.


“I’ll keep her away as long as I can, pumpkin, but you’re going
to have to face the consequences of this eventually.”


“And I will, but I have to talk to Jade first.”


Elena shrugged and began to walk away. She turned back as she got
to the door. “If it’s ever a choice, Landry, it’ll always be you.” She didn’t
wait for a response and disappeared from view.


A dry, croaky voice interrupted Landry’s processing of her mom’s
parting words.


“Where am I?”


Landry turned back to the bed and took Jade’s hand in hers. “My
workplace.”


“Landry, I can’t feel my leg. What happened?” She tried to get up
but was still sedated and too weak to move. “Please, Landry, tell me what’s
going on. I remember the crash. My leg was in so much pain. It was crushed by
the tree. I remember everything.” Jade grew increasingly panicky. The machine
monitoring her vital signs showed her pulse quickening and her blood pressure
rising. “Oh Jesus Christ, I’ve lost my leg. I’m never going to play basketball
again. Landry, talk to me, please. I can handle it, I promise. I just need to
know.”


Landry took a deep breath. She’d risked everything to bring Jade
to the island, and she had no idea how long her mom would be able to keep
Jenkin at bay. Do I tell
her everything or just the bare minimum? There was also the small
detail about getting Jade to keep the big secret too. “Your leg’s fine, baby.
My mom fixed you up.”


“What? What do you mean? How is that even possible?”


“My mom’s a scientist and a surgeon. The best in both fields. She
invented something called regenerative technology, and she used it to rebuild
your leg.” Landry paused as she saw Jade’s eyes grow wider with disbelief.
“When I went down to you after you crashed, your leg was crushed beyond repair
for a mainland hospital, and I couldn’t let you…you were going to die if I
waited for an ambulance. You would’ve been dead before they got you to the
hospital.”


Jade shook her head and again tried unsuccessfully to push
herself up from the bed. “Landry, I don’t understand. Please tell me where I
am.”


Landry took the bottle of electrolyte water from the side table
and offered the straw to Jade’s lips. “You’re parched, baby. Drink some of
this, and I’ll tell you…” Everything?
Jade took small sips of the pinkish liquid, but her eyes remained fixed
questioningly on Landry. “We’re on Pulsus Island, just off the coast of Muir
beach—”


“The Farallon Islands? I thought they were all uninhabited nature
reserves.”


“They are, and we’re just behind them. It’s a man-made
island…well, a woman-made island, to be precise.”


“Baby, you’re making no sense. I’m groggy from…I don’t know, the
drugs, the accident. Please just break it down for me.”


“The island was created by an organization called Pulsus. It kind
of floats, but it’s secured to the sea bed with supporting piers and temporary
foundations that can be moved. It’s never had to move yet, but the option’s
there.” Landry suddenly felt like an advertisement.


“Okay,” Jade said slowly, a little unsure. “And what does Pulsus
do?”


“They try to make the future better.” By sending people like me back to the past.
Landry wasn’t sure how much to tell Jade and if any of it would put her in more
danger than she already was.


Her eyes narrowed. “If they make the future better, how come
their technology isn’t available for everyone? How come no one even knows they
exist? Or is this a government hideaway project, like Area 51 in the last
century?”


Straight to
the point. Landry laughed and held her hands up in mock surrender.
“That’s a lot of questions, babe. It’s complicated, and it’ll take some time to
explain.”


She gestured to her body. “Apparently, I’m not going anywhere for
a little while, so why don’t you explain it to me?”


Landry smiled. How
can you sound so sexy when you’re all indignant? “For starters, it’s
not a government project. We don’t work for them, and they don’t fund us.
Pulsus is a philanthropic organization bankrolled by a woman called Jenkin, and
they are
considering how to make regenerative technology available to everyone.” It
wasn’t a direct lie. She knew her mom wanted that, and she was trying to
convince Jenkin. The problem was, if they revealed the regen tech, the island’s
anonymity would be lost, and the whole world would want a piece of everything
Pulsus had. It would make their time travel interventions all but impossible.
Still, Landry felt awkward for bending the truth slightly. She had a growing
need to be completely honest and open with Jade.


“What’s your role in all of this? Are you a scientist? Are you a
geek disguised in a jock body?”


There was mirth in Jade’s voice, but Landry could hear she wasn’t
playing around. She’d been blasé about Landry’s occupation to this point, but
now that she was partly involved, her need to know the truth was clear.


Landry shifted uncomfortably in her chair, feeling like her
future with Jade might depend on how she answered this line of questioning.
“Not so much.”


“Because you being a scientist wouldn’t explain why you have to
go away for long periods of time and can’t be contacted, or that you risk your
life every time you go on a ‘mission.’ What do
you do?”


Landry glanced back at the door, unsure whether she should wait
for her mom to return. “How important is it to you to know what I do for a
living now that you know where I do it?”


Jade tilted her head and looked puzzled by the question. “How
important is it to you
to keep it a secret from me?”


“Baby, please know that I don’t want to keep anything from you,
but I’ve already risked my job by bringing you here to save your life…and your
leg.” And I’m risking
your memories. “Jenkin doesn’t want me telling you any more than you
already know, in case you talk to other people about it. She’s paranoid about
her intellectual property, and the isolation of this island is paramount to
that.”


Jade was quiet for a moment and looked contemplative. “I feel
like I should worry less now that I know where you work, but the secrecy this
Jenkin woman is insisting on somehow makes it even more dangerous than I
thought it was. I need some time to process and think about all of this,
Landry. I want to be with you, and I thought I’d be able to handle not knowing
what you do, but in reality, now that this has happened,” she gestured at her
leg, “I’m not so sure.”


Landry felt every muscle in her body tense. This was crunch time.
After they’d made love last night, she knew she wanted to make this
relationship work. Nearly losing her altogether made Landry realize she could
no longer contemplate being without her at all. She sucked in a deep breath and
blew it out slowly. “I can’t lose you, Jade. I…” Say it. Tell her. “I think I love you.”


It was the first time Landry had said those words to anyone other
than her mom and dad, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d said them
at all. Jade smiled the kind of smile Landry wanted to see for the rest of her
life. She took Landry’s hand in hers.


“Wow. I bet that’s the first time you’ve ever said that before
someone else did.”


Landry shrugged. “It’s the first time I’ve said it period.” And the last if you don’t say it
soon…oh fuck, what if you don’t?


“Then I’m doubly honored.” She laughed gently. “Don’t look so
lost, baby. I love you. I was falling hard at our first date, and my usual
safety net never materialized. Now it’s up to you to catch me.”


“Just give me the chance. I’ll tell you everything, but not here
and not now. I need to get you safely off the island first.”


“What do you mean, safely? You make it sound like I’m a
prisoner.” Jade’s anxiety was palpable.


“Jenkin will do almost anything to keep this place off the grid.
My mom’s talking to her now. She knows I won’t let her near you, so I guess
it’s a waiting game to see how unpleasant this might get.” Jade had no idea
what Landry would do to keep Jenkin away from her, but for now, she didn’t need
to.


“Will she listen to your mom?”


“I hope so. There’s got to be some perks to my mom sleeping with
the boss.” The door opened, and her mom and Jenkin walked in.


“Donovan, would you step outside so we can speak in private?”


Landry shook her head. “I’m not leaving Jade’s side, Jenkin.”


Her mom touched Landry’s shoulder in an effort to comfort her.
“I’ll stay with Jade, Landry. No one else will come in, I promise. Please, go
outside and speak to JJ.”


Landry looked at Jade, and she nodded her assurance. “I’ll be
fine, baby. Go.”


Reluctantly, she followed Jenkin out of the room, down the
corridor, and into a small office. Jenkin closed the door behind them.


Chapter Three

 

 

 


2:30 a.m., May 25, 2076


 


“This whole thing is a massive breach of protocol, Donovan. What
were you thinking?”


“I was thinking that I don’t give a damn about your protocol and
that I knew how to save Jade’s life. Nothing and no one was going to prevent me
from doing that, even your paranoia.” Landry couldn’t stop herself from being
combative, though she knew it wasn’t the right play. When she’d first been recruited
by Jenkin, she liked her, but everything changed the moment she realized she
was sleeping with Landry’s mom. She didn’t want to analyze the immaturity of
her anger. Instead, she held on to the thought that Jenkin had manipulated the
whole situation to get her mom into bed, and that simply wasn’t acceptable.
Every encounter since had been a confrontation, however minor.


Jenkin sat on the edge of the desk and put her feet on a chair.
“You’ve risked the integrity of the organization and the longevity of our
projects. For one woman.”


“We do things for one person with every mission.”


“That’s not the same, and you know it. We change the life path of
one person to affect millions of people. What has saving Jade achieved for
anyone other than you and her?”


Landry pulled the chair out from under Jenkin’s feet and sat on
it. “You used the tech for personal gain when you sent me back to save Elena.
I’ve done the same. I would’ve thought you might understand.”


Jenkin adjusted her position and smiled tightly. “Elena was the
only person who could ever have invented regenerative technology. Her mind is
one of a kind.”


“And apparently so is her body. I’ve always wanted to know what
you offered her to get her into your bed.” Landry figured she was about to be
kicked out of Pulsus, and this might be the last time she ever saw Jenkin, so
now was a good time to ask.


“You mean, back into my bed.”


Jenkin’s smug look made Landry want to pound her fist into her
face until it was bloody. “What’re you talking about? She was straight and
married with kids before she was murdered. You were just friends.” Even as she
spoke the words, the pieces began to drop into place. Her mom had told her
they’d been buddies since college, and they both studied at Harvard and MIT.
They worked together even as they moved around the country after her dad had
died. The new knowledge didn’t make her want to kiss and make up with Jenkin.
Quite the opposite. She balled her fists, and her slightly too-long nails dug
into her palms, reminding her she needed to clip them.


Jenkin smirked and moved to another chair opposite Landry. “Your
mother has never been straight, Donovan. We’d been fucking since before you
were born. We were always supposed to be together, but life conspired to keep
us apart somehow. I had the chance to bring your mother back to life and back
to me.” She leaned back in her chair and shook her head. “Back to you, too. I
would’ve thought you might have shown some gratitude for that by now.”


“I guess I’d never thought of it that way. I don’t suppose her
second husband, David, is thanking you though. You showed up, she divorced him,
and left him to raise their son.” In truth, she didn’t give a shit about her
half-brother or his father. Their marriage had never sat well because it seemed
way too soon after her own father had died.


“That was unfortunate. But you can blame your father for that. If
he’d let Elena go in the first place, she never would’ve met David because she
would’ve been with me from around the time you were five.”


Landry scoffed. “What the hell are you talking about? She would
never have left Dad.”


Again with the smug look that Landry wanted to shave off with a
blunt butter knife. 


“Whatever you think you know about the relationship between Elena
and your father is all wrong. What you think you know about your father is
bullshit. He was no war hero. He was a war criminal.”


Landry stood and kicked her chair back. It collided with a metal
table and medical instruments tumbled to the floor. She grabbed Jenkin by the
throat and pressed her hard against the back of her chair. “My father was a
patriot. I should snap your fucking neck.”


“You’re so much like him. Truly, you’re daddy’s girl.”


Jenkin tried to wrangle Landry’s hands, but she gripped tighter.
The problem was her mom’s words before she jumped to Neubrandenburg. “You have no idea who, or what,
your father really was.” Do
you know? “What the fuck do you know about my father anyway?”


Jenkin tapped hard on Landry’s hands to indicate she might speak
freely if her windpipe wasn’t being crushed. Landry released her, retrieved her
chair, and sat. She tried to calm her temper. She was tired and emotional, with
the latter feeling being particularly alien. The woman she loved had nearly
died, and now it seemed Jenkin might be about to crush her long held beliefs
about the father she’d placed on a pedestal.


“Your father gave an order to destroy a village of innocents in
the Fall War in 2045. It ended the war but at great cost.”


Landry was only four when the Fall War began, and it was over before
the season it was named after. She’d studied it in college and remembered the
rebel forces in Chile had surrendered when US forces had bombed the rural area
of Lumaco, where their leader had taken temporary refuge. He’d falsely believed
the Americans would never risk such huge collateral damage. It was memorialized
as one of America’s most disastrous incursions, but the president stood by the
decision because it did end
the war. Liberal America was appalled.


“There’s no way he could’ve made that decision. He wasn’t that
high up in the chain of command that early in his career.”


Jenkin nodded. “No, he wasn’t. And he should never have been
allowed to make the decision, but the commanding officer had been badly injured
and was in a coma. Frank was next in line, and he was ambitious. He saw an
opportunity to end the war with one order, and he did it without compunction.”


Landry felt herself sink deeper into the chair. She could no
longer stare down Jenkin, because it seemed she was right. Her father was a war criminal in
everything but name. How had he been promoted time and again after a decision
like that? She felt cold and saw her hands begin to shake a little. She gripped
the arms of her chair to disguise the weakness. Landry tried to refocus. That
was the past, and it had no bearing on what was happening now. Jade. Jade was her
priority, and she needed to convince Jenkin to let them leave the island
without wiping her memory. But she also needed to know more about her mom and
Jenkin. Why hadn’t her
mom told her all of this?


“What did that have to do with you?”


“Your mom tried to leave him as soon as she found out what he’d
done. It went against everything she believed in and everything she thought
Frank was. He said Elena could leave if she wanted, but she couldn’t take you.
I was waiting for her, so we could start the life we should’ve always had.”


Landry glanced up at Jenkin and saw something akin to hatred in
her eyes.


“She chose you rather than her own happiness. She continued to
choose you, and it eventually got her killed.”


“What?”


“Your father left instructions with some questionable associates
for if and when he died. He wanted you away from your mom if he couldn’t be
there, and he wanted you to follow in his footsteps. He had a vision for the
rest of your life, and it didn’t include Elena. She wouldn’t give you up, so
they murdered her to get to you.”


This is too
much. “No! That’s insane. You’re trying to say my father had my mom
killed. If that were true, why didn’t she ever tell me? Why did she let me go
on thinking my dad was a war hero if you’re telling the truth?”


“You don’t think it was devastating enough for her that Frank
would rather kill her than let her raise you? You think she’d want to share
that with you? She’s protecting you. Even now, she protects you. And what do
you give her in return? Nothing but petulance and attitude. You’re a selfish
daughter of an asshole, and you struggle to control your father in you every
day.”


Jenkin was wrong. She didn’t struggle to contain her aggressive
side, which apparently was all her dad. She struggled to find who she really
was in the midst of her two realities. She’d never lost her temper or been
unable to control her violent side. She wasn’t a slave to the inherited
characteristics of this new father figure. I
can’t be.


“If that’s true, why keep giving me the top priority assignments?
If you don’t trust me, why trust me with the fate of the world?”


“Because I believe in Elena, and she’s convinced you’ll always do
the right thing. Until tonight, you continued to prove her right. But now
you’ve risked everything your mother and I have built at Pulsus for the sake of
one insignificant woman.”


Landry straightened her shirt and stood. “She’s not insignificant
to me, Jenkin, just like Elena isn’t to you. Let her leave without tampering
with her mind, and you can do what you want to me.”


“Don’t be so melodramatic, Donovan. It’s not like I’m wiping you from her memory.
We’re just taking a few hours from her brain, that’s all.”


Landry slammed her hand on the metal table that’d recently shed
its instruments to the floor. “The tech is still untested. You’ve no real idea
what the effect will be because you haven’t got to human trials yet.”


“We’re further along than you know. And it’s Elena’s work. She’s
always right.”


“I’m warning you, Jenkin. If you touch Jade, I’m done.”


“We’ll see about that.”


There was a confidence in Jenkin’s voice that worried Landry.
“What have you done?” Landry clenched her fists and advanced on Jenkin. She
pulled a Taser from her pocket and aimed it at Landry’s chest.


“Exactly what needed to be done. This is my island. These are my
facilities. You
don’t tell me
what to do.”


Landry weighed the odds of getting close enough to Jenkin before
she discharged the barbs. They weren’t heavy in her favor, and she had to get
to Jade. “You’ll keep.”


She yanked on the door so hard the handle slammed against the
wall, embedded in it, and stayed open. The two guards stationed outside the
door stood in her way. Landry rounded her shoulders and laughed.


“You’re not paid enough for what I can do to you. Move.”


They looked at each other and back to Landry, before they stepped
aside without checking with Jenkin. She walked beyond them and smiled to
herself. Sometimes her reputation was worth having.


Chapter Four

 

 

 


12:15 a.m., May 25, 2076


 


Delaney had been enjoying an unusually pleasant sleep when the
island-wide alarm for military personnel called her to action. She turned over,
stretched her arm over to the other side of the bed, and expected to run her
hand over Ilsa’s soft skin. She was disappointed when she realized she was
alone again. Still, Ilsa had been in her dreams…Delaney had returned to Ravensbrück only an hour
after she’d left a few days ago, and Ilsa was sound asleep from their
lovemaking. Delaney woke her, quickly explained who she really was, and Ilsa
had followed her without question.


Her occasional dreams used to focus on Landry. Delaney wasn’t
sure how she felt about her being replaced. Surely
it’s progress. As she quickly dressed in jeans and pulled on a shirt
over her tank, Delaney tried to decide how she felt about the knowledge that,
right now, in this moment, Ilsa was dead. Delaney wondered what happened to
her, and if she’d managed to escape the camp. Before they’d jumped and rescued
Dr. Cancer Cure, Ilsa had left the camp and become a teacher when the war was
over. She hoped that had still been the case and that she hadn’t suffered at
the hands of the Gestapo when the prison break had led them to her door. She
hoped the Berliner lesbian Delaney had murdered and left in her stead would’ve
been enough to remove Ilsa from suspicion. She decided to look her up later.


Her phone buzzed and indicated it was Simson. She ceased her
conjecture and focused. Why the alarm at midnight? Why the alarm at all? Delaney
had only ever heard it in drills, and they only carried those out during the
night for the first year. Now they were at more sociable times.


“What’s going on?” Her voice was dry and throaty, so she coughed
and tried to clear it. “Do you know something?” Delaney opened the door of the
freezer, took out a bottle of Absolut gold, and burned away her sleep breath
with the peachy flavor.


“You’ll never guess.”


Delaney sighed. “No, I probably wouldn’t, and I won’t try. I hate
guessing. Spill.”


“Open your door, and I’ll tell you in person.”


If it hadn’t been for the siren, Delaney might’ve thought this
was an elaborate ruse from Simson to get back into her bed. She replaced the
bottle beside its four identical companions and closed the door. She grabbed
her jacket from the back of the sofa and headed out to find Simson on her deck,
enjoying a smoke as she rocked in her porch chair.


“You look like something out of a freaky Deep South movie. You
waiting for your next kill?”


Simson smiled broadly, flicked the butt onto the floor, and
ground it out purposefully with the heel of her boot. “Donovan’s brought a
civvy onto the island.”


Delaney shook her head. “Pull the other one. It’s got bells on
it.”


“What?”


Delaney remembered it was an English saying she’d picked up from
a mission before they were working together. “It means ‘bullshit.’ Where’d you
hear that?”


Simson jumped up and stood too close for Delaney’s comfort. She
moved past her and leaned against the deck balustrade.


“Sorry, but it’s true. I called in when the alarm sounded. Jenkin
wants to see you personally.”


Delaney turned back around and tried to keep her temper under
control. This could ruin
everything. “Does Jenkin think it’s got something to do with me?”


“I don’t know. When I called in, Kondo told me to get you
straight to Jenkin at the regen lab.”


Kondo was Jenkin’s personal bodyguard. Overkill, Delaney had
always thought. Life on Pulsus island was anything but threatening, though
Delaney had plans to change that for Jenkin. “Who’s the civvy?” Delaney had met
the little family who owned the restaurant in Landry’s building and the leggy
femme had told her all about the child’s recent illness. Had Landry risked
everything to save her life?


“Her girlfriend.”


Simson took obvious pleasure in delivering that line. Too much. Delaney
punched her in the gut, and as Simson doubled over, followed up with a solid
swipe across her jaw. Her heavy frame thudded to the wooden deck, but Delaney
pulled up short of a gut kick and stepped away. She took a breath. Control yourself.


Simson struggled to her feet before she slumped back into the
rocking chair. “What the fuck?”


“Stop pushing me, or next time, I won’t stop kicking you.” Simson
looked down, and Delaney could see she’d got the message. It was time she
started seeing Delaney as her senior officer and not her fuck buddy. “You’re my
number one, Simson. Act like it.”


“Sorry, sir.” She kept her eyes downcast.


That’s more
like it. “No more snide shit about Donovan. Are we clear?” She
deliberately used Landry’s surname. If she wanted Simson to believe there was
emotional distance between her and Landry, she needed to start acting like
there actually was. The thought of Landry not being by her side when her plans
came to fruition was weighing heavy. She was desperately trying to ignore the
possibility that what she was doing might push them further apart. And if it
did, getting Simson to do what Simson did best, was going to be one of the
toughest decisions of her life.


“I get it.”


“Good. Let’s go see what the fuck all this is about.”


 


*****


 


“She wants to see me?” Delaney asked of Kondo, who stood guard at
the door of one of the inspection rooms. He looked even more serious than he
usually did. With the usually uneventful assignment that guarding Jenkin was,
Delaney figured he might be enjoying himself tonight.


He nodded and opened the door. “She’s waiting for you.”


Simson tried to follow, but Kondo placed his hand on her chest.
“Just her.”


Jenkin looked up from her tablet as Delaney walked in. She had
dark circles around her eyes that seemed to age her another decade over her
fifty-six years.


“Thanks for coming in, Delaney. Please, sit down.”


Delaney did as instructed and waited for Jenkin to continue.


“What have you heard?”


Delaney shrugged. “Not much.” She wasn’t about to give Jenkin
anything.


Jenkin smiled in that superior way that high-level managers do
when they think they know something more than they actually do. Jenkin couldn’t
even begin to understand Delaney or Landry. They were soldiers, and Jenkin was
a jumped-up lab rat with an overrated opinion of herself that matched her bank
balance.


“Donovan has brought a civilian onto the island. A woman called
Jade Carter. Do you know her?”


“Why?” Delaney hadn’t decided how to play this yet. She needed
more information. What was Jenkin up to? What was her end game?


“It’s an innocent question, Delaney. I just need an honest
answer.”


“I don’t know
her. I’ve met her once.”


“What do you know about her and Donovan?”


“Probably nothing more than you know.”


“Seriously, Delaney, there’s no need to be coy. I don’t suspect
you’re involved, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


That was
what Delaney was worried about. If there were sanctions against Landry for her
actions, they could take her off extractor duty. Delaney couldn’t risk the same
thing happening to her. She had to play ball. She shifted in her seat to show
her discomfort with the situation. Soldiers stuck together, and Jenkin expected
that.


“Landry’s my friend, Ms. Jenkin. Is there some way I can help
her?”


Jenkin smiled and nodded. “I’m glad you asked. There’s a way you
can help her. Carter was seriously injured when Donovan brought her to the
island, and her injuries were life threatening. Elena has fixed her, and
Donovan expects to leave the island as if nothing has happened.” She leaned
across the desk. “I’m sure you understand why I can’t let that happen.”


Delaney squinted a little. Surely
murder wasn’t the Pulsus way? “What are you suggesting?”


“Don’t worry,” Jenkin replied, obviously picking up Delaney’s
suspicions. “I’m not considering what your mind might naturally run to. That’s
not why I asked you here.”


“So why did
you ask me here?”


“Donovan’s in a holding cell right now, and her girlfriend is in
recovery.”


Jenkin paused, but Delaney made no move to fill the silence. If
Jenkin wanted her help, she was going to have to spell it out.


“I want you to instruct Elena to mind wipe the girlfriend. She
can’t leave this island knowing anything about what we do here. Donovan is
deluded and thinks she won’t talk. I don’t share her optimism.”


Fuck.
“Why me?”


“Because I’ll be keeping Donovan busy, and you have a family
connection. You’re the closest she has to a best friend, and Elena likes you. I
think she’d prefer it if you were the one Donovan lost her heart to…now that we
know she’s actually got one.”


Jenkin chuckled at her own attempt at humor. Delaney wasn’t
amused but smiled anyway. She’d been trying to find Landry’s heart for three
years without success, and yet this basketball bitch had managed it in less
than three weeks. I’d like
to do more than wipe her mind.


“You realize what you’re asking Elena to do?”


Jenkin huffed dismissively. “Her priority is Pulsus. She’ll
understand.”


Delaney nodded, but Jenkin was wrong. Elena’s priority had always
been Landry, and it always would be. “And the mess this is going to create?
Donovan will go crazy. You know that, right?”


“This is the only way Donovan remains working at Pulsus. I’m sure
she’ll blow up, but she’ll calm down eventually. I don’t want to lose her as an
extractor. I wouldn’t tell her, but she’s the best we’ve got.”


“And you’re certain there’s no other way?”


“The girlfriend could stay on the island, but she’s too high
profile and probably wouldn’t entertain the idea. I don’t see another way
around the problem that Donovan has brought to us all.”


Delaney clenched her jaw. Jenkin had no right to speak of the
whole island as a community, an “us,” not when she could discard operatives
like Griffin without a second thought. “How long are you giving her to calm
down? The next mission is scheduled in four weeks.” She had no idea how Landry
was going to react and whether “calming down” was even an option. To serve her
purposes though, Delaney didn’t need Landry to forgive Jenkin. Delaney needed
her angry and sore for revenge. That’s when she could put forward her big
plans.


“I’m prepared to delay the mission, if necessary. It’s one of our
most important missions to date, and I want the best team to complete it.”


Delaney knew why. Saving this environmental guy would mean
billions for Pulsus in new generation technology. “Leave it with me. I’ll keep
you posted about my progress with Donovan when this explodes. I expect I’ll
have to follow her to the mainland.”


“Whatever it takes, Delaney. You have all our resources at your
disposal. Kondo will tell you where to find Elena.”


Delaney nodded. “Consider it done.” And then together, we’ll take you out.


 


*****


 


Delaney grabbed hold of the solid chrome handle and paused. Who knew Landry’s actions would
benefit my plans? She concealed a grin and pushed the door open to
see Jade and Elena chatting as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


“Elena, I need to speak with you, please.”


Jade looked in her direction and smiled sweetly. Delaney neither
knew nor cared whether it was genuine. She did know it made her want to destroy
her beauty. Landry probably wouldn’t be so in love if Jade wasn’t such a
looker.


“Hi, Delaney, how are you?”


Delaney nodded. “I’m good, thanks. How’re you feeling after our
super doc has fixed you up?” Though
she never should’ve even tried to help you.


“Grateful that your best friend is secretly saving the world
rather than being a crazy drug dealer. I’m a lucky girl.”


Elena touched her arm. “You should rest now.” She injected what
must’ve been a sedative into the intravenous drip in Jade’s arm. “Landry will
be right here waiting for you when you wake.”


Jade slipped easily into unconsciousness, and Elena stepped
closer to Delaney. “What is it, Delaney?”


Delaney recognized the suspicion in Elena’s voice. Landry and her
mom shared a deep mistrust of people generally.


“I’ve been told to order you to wipe her memory.” She gestured at
the sedated Jade and once again, struggled to control the urge to simply end
her. Landry couldn’t love someone who was no longer around.


“Why send you? Why hasn’t she come to give the order herself?”


“You know why, Elena. She’s busy with your daughter.” Delaney
moved closer and took Elena’s hands in hers. “This is the only way Landry has a
future with Pulsus. We can’t have civilians knowing what we do.”


Elena was in an impossible situation. If she followed Jenkin’s
orders, she risked losing Landry forever. If she disobeyed Jenkin, it had
repercussions for the future of the whole organization.


“You have no idea what you’re asking me to do, Delaney.”


Delaney released Elena’s hands. “I know exactly what I’m asking
you to do, Elena. I’ll be there for Landry, whatever happens, but this
situation is bigger than just her.” There was an unmistakable look of
resignation in Elena’s eyes. You
have no choice.


“If I do this, I lose my daughter. She’ll never forgive me, and
Jenkin knows that.”


Delaney could see the tears begin to form in the corner of her
eyes. “It’s not like you’ll be wiping Jade’s memory of Landry. You’re rewinding
her life to just before the accident. It’s for her own safety, and Landry will
eventually see that. You’ll have to give her some time, that’s all.”


“You make it sound easy. It’s taken me nearly three years to get
to this stage in our relationship. How much time do you think she’ll need to
get over this?”


Delaney shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you, Elena. Nothing
I can say is going to make this easier for you.”


Elena shook her head. “I’ll do what Jenkin wants me to do because
it’ll make it easier for Landry. When you go back and report that I’m following
her orders, tell her to find me alternative quarters too. I can’t expect Landry
to forgive me if I’m still sleeping with the enemy.”


Delaney smiled to herself. She couldn’t have imagined how well
this misstep from Landry would’ve worked out for her plan. Jenkin’s order would
surely tip Landry toward Delaney’s vision now. And Elena will do anything she can to make it up to
Landry. If the two of them joined her, ousting Jenkin would be easy.


Chapter Five

 

 

 


4:00 a.m., May 25, 2076


 


Jade was unconscious and Elena sat beside her in a chair, holding
her hand. It should’ve been a scene that made Landry smile, her mom nursing her
lover, but instead it struck the unfamiliar feel of fear into her heart. The
look on her mom’s face told her everything she didn’t want to know. Terror took
physical form inside her body like a tightening claw around her lungs and made
it difficult to breathe.


“What did you do?” Landry’s words were barely audible.


“I’m sorry…” Elena slowly rose and began to walk toward Landry.
“I truly am.”


“What did you do?” This time the words were more forceful. She
pushed Elena aside, rushed to Jade, and checked her vitals. Everything seemed
to be peaking in the right places. She felt her mother’s touch on her shoulder,
but she shrugged it away. “Don’t touch me.” She turned to face her, and though
Landry knew the answer, she had to ask. If her mom had betrayed her, she wanted
to hear her say it. “Tell me you didn’t do it.”


“I had no choice, pumpkin. We couldn’t risk Jade telling anyone
about what we do here. Not yet.”


“You promised me…you said you wouldn’t do anything until I got
back.” Landry struggled to keep her voice even. A rising anger threatened to
burst from her chest. This was an unforgivable treachery, and it had come from
her mother. What do I do
with this? If it was anyone else, she’d already have them on the
floor with her hands around their throat. “Mom…” Landry leaned down, put her
head to Jade’s chest, and tried to process the situation. “What if you’ve done
damage? This was untested technology.” She balled the cotton bedsheet in her
hands and tried to control her reaction. It didn’t matter that the order
probably came from Jenkin. Her own mother had lied to her. She’d made a promise
she clearly had no intention of keeping just to get her out of the room. She
turned to face her. “What kind of a mother are you?” Landry believed it was an
internal thought, but the look on Elena’s face told her she’d said it out loud.


“I did it for you, Landry. My tech has never failed, and I had tested it. On
myself. Believe me, I wouldn’t have done it otherwise.”


“Believe
you? I’ll never believe another word that comes out of your mouth.
And how is this what’s best for me? How would you know what’s best for me?
You’ve never known. You don’t know me at all.”


Landry turned back to Jade and began to pull out the wires and
sensors that linked her to various monitoring machines. Disconnecting them set
off a frantic monotone drone that echoed around the room.


“What are you doing?”


“I’m getting her away from you. I’m taking her off this island
before you and Jenkin do any more damage.” Landry wrapped the sheet around Jade
and gently lifted her from the bed. She turned to find Elena holding the door
open. As she walked toward it, Jenkin appeared around the corner.


“Take some time to calm down, Donovan. The cleanup crew has
removed any trace of our tech from the crash scene. You should take her to a
hospital so they can keep an eye on her for any complications.”


“Spare me the fake concern.”


“You misunderstand me. I’m not concerned for her.” She motioned
dismissively at the unconscious Jade in Landry’s arms. “I need to ensure there
are no questions asked about the accident, so you need to take her to a
hospital, just like you should’ve done in the first place.”


Landry ignored the barbed comment and walked past Jenkin after a
last look at her mom. There were no more words for her. Not yet. Landry had to
make sure Jade was all right and that the mind wipe hadn’t affected her in any
other ways than Elena had intended. She looked down at Jade’s face and the claw
around her lungs seemed to tighten again. What
if you don’t remember me?


 


*****


 


“Hey.”


Landry was glad to hear Delaney’s voice as she closed her car
door at the platform. She was the only one Landry could trust now, and that
thought saddened her. She tried to push her mom’s actions away from the
forefront of her mind for now and concentrate on Jade. “You’ve heard what
happened.”


“Everyone on the island’s heard a version of what happened,
Landry. What actually went
down?”


Landry was glad Delaney didn’t ask why she’d acted the way she
had. Maybe it was her experience with Ilsa Blumstein that stopped her from
asking what would be a ridiculous question to anyone who’d ever been in love.
She sat on the hood of her car and relaxed just a little, aware of how tense
she’d been from the moment the accident had happened. “I was following her home,
and she lost control of her car on a hairpin. She spun off the road into the
valley and crashed into a tree.” Landry closed her eyes as she recalled how
Jade looked, blood pumping from her leg around the tree branch that pinned her
to the car seat. “I had no choice. I had to bring her here or she would’ve lost
her leg, and her career would’ve been over. I couldn’t let that happen when I
know we’ve got the tech to stop it.”


Delaney squeezed Landry’s shoulder and sat beside her. “I
understand. I probably wouldn’t have before our last mission, but now I get it.
What can I do to help?”


“I need time to think, away from here. But I can’t let Jenkin get
away with messing with Jade’s mind. She had no right to order my mom to do
that.”


“I’ve been telling you for a while that she’s dangerous. Look how
she gambled with Griffin’s life. And this next mission has got less to do with
the environment and more to do with Jenkin stockpiling her dollars with the
advent of new tech.”


Landry nibbled the skin around her thumb, pulled a piece off with
her teeth, and spat it at the ground. It was a nervous habit, but it was
something she couldn’t seem to break. She didn’t like this. Things were
changing on the island, and it all seemed to revolve around Jenkin’s decisions.
Had Delaney been right the whole time? Had Jenkin lost her sense of direction
and judgment? “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s time for a vote of no confidence
and a change in management.” Landry wasn’t sure what she was saying. If her mom
hadn’t performed the mind wipe on Jade, she would’ve been the natural choice
for Jenkin’s successor. She was an extractor and Delaney was an operative. They
led on the field, not in the board room. That position would drive them crazy.
“But it’s not like there’s anyone waiting in the wings to take over. I don’t
know.” Landry stood and moved around to the passenger seat to retrieve Jade.
“My first priority is her.” She opened the door and gently lifted Jade from the
seat. “Elena said she’d tested the mind wipe on herself, but I need to make
sure there’s no damage or side effects before I figure out what I’m going to
do.”


Delaney closed the passenger door slightly too forcefully.
“‘Elena’? She’s your mom, Landry. It’s Jenkin you should be mad at. You can’t
let her get away with it.”


Landry shook her head. “I won’t. I’m taking Jade to the hospital
and then home. When I know for sure she’s safe, I’ll be in touch so we can
figure out our next move. Playing with the lives of previously dead people to
resurrect them is one thing. Playing with my girlfriend’s life is entirely
something else.” Landry motioned toward the car. “The keys are in the ignition.
Would you drive it back to my place?” Landry had no real love for the electric
box that passed for a car on the island. It didn’t hold a candle to her
Mustang, but she didn’t want to leave it by the station when she had no idea
when she was coming back. Will
I come back at all? The thought hit Landry like a truck, and she
sagged a little.


“Are you okay?” Delaney came to her side and helped with Jade’s
weight.


“Yeah. I was just wondering if I actually have anything to come
back here for.”


Delaney looked wounded and stepped back. “I’m here. And your
mom.”


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. You know I love you, Del.
Maybe we’re both done with this life.”


Delaney shook her head. “No. I’m not, and neither are you. You
can’t be. We make a difference, Landry. However she’s acting now, Jenkin
started something special, and you can’t just walk away from that.”


Delaney was convincing, and she was probably right. “I have to
get off this island. I’m tired, and I need to get my head straight. Give me
some time, and we’ll figure this out together.” Without her mom, Delaney was
Landry’s only tie to Pulsus and the only one left she could trust. She didn’t know
what the next play would be, but she did know that she’d need Delaney with her
to do it.


Delaney looked at Landry with a serious intensity. “I’ll be
here.”


“You better be.” Landry forced a smile. There seemed little to be
happy about right now. She boarded the train and gave one last nod to Delaney
before the doors slid shut. Garrett stood at the operator’s cockpit, offered a
casual salute in Landry’s direction, and set off toward San Francisco.


Toward
home? For the first time in her life, Landry found herself
conflicted. Everything had seemed so easy thus far. From military school to the
Seals. From the Seals to Pulsus. She’d always put her career development first
because that’s all there had been. There was no competition. There was no
partner at home vying for her attention.


Landry sat but still held Jade in her arms. And now there’s you.
Regardless of her mom’s faults, her intellect was second-to-none. She must’ve
trusted her technology to have gone through with the mind wipe. Landry realized
her whole body was tense, and she made a conscious effort to relax. I’m making excuses for her.
Her relationship with her mother had always been in direct contrast and
competition with her father, and right now, she didn’t want to believe her
mother had betrayed her. She wanted Elena on her side, not with Jenkin. In
light of the information Jenkin had dumped on her, she’d been living in a
fantasy world. She’d believed her father to be some sort of heroic military
man, but really he’d been an ambitious control freak who’d had her mom killed
so he could control Landry’s life. What
the fuck am I supposed to do with that? In the space of eight hours,
her whole life and who she thought she and her family were had changed
completely. Was her career no longer her priority? She looked down at Jade, so
beautiful and calm. Are
you? It was a startling thought, shaping her own life to suit
someone else. It was such an alien concept, and yet, it felt so completely and
totally natural. There was nowhere else in the world Landry would rather be
right now than here, doing her best to make sure Jade was safe.


Can I have
the best of both worlds? People everywhere balanced home and work
lives. But their work wasn’t changing the course of humanity. Landry couldn’t
think straight. There was too much to consider and too many variables. Jade’s my priority. She’s the one
I need to concentrate on right now. I’ll get to the rest in good time. I’ll get
to Jenkin. And Mom. And Dad…Fuck.


Jade stirred in her arms. Her eyes flickered open for a moment,
settled on Landry, and she smiled drowsily. The interaction sparked Landry’s
heart. You recognize me.
Jade’s eyes closed just as quickly but the effect stayed with Landry and gave
her hope.


“Hang in there, baby.”


Chapter Six

 

 

 


Delaney watched the train disappear into the tunnel, then
she did as Landry had asked and drove her car back to her apartment. The fog
was thick, and she could barely make out the steps to Landry’s front door.
Delaney stood there for a moment and allowed the cold, thick air to envelop her
body. If she tried hard enough, she could imagine it was Ilsa’s arms wrapped
around her, the way she would when Delaney woke from yet another nightmare. If
she tried even harder, it was Landry’s strong arms that held her tight. Landry. She tapped in
the last entry code she’d seen Landry use. Grateful it hadn’t been changed yet,
she stepped into Landry’s private space. God, how she’d wanted to be invited in
here after so many of their training sessions early on in their Pulsus career.
Delaney laughed at herself. It wasn’t just early on. Her obsession with Landry
had taken a vice-like grip on her heart and mind from the moment they’d met,
and it never relaxed for a second. Everything Landry did and said, every way
she looked and acted, only made it that little bit harder to breathe when she
wasn’t around.


She sat in Landry’s favorite chair and ran her hands along the
scarred leather, appreciating the way its imperfections felt beneath her
fingers. She wished her own imperfections could be appreciated so easily. Ilsa loved me, but she didn’t
really know me. If all went according to plan, Ilsa would get the
chance to get to know her properly. And
will she still love me?


Landry’s archaic tattoo machine glinted in the rising sun that
pushed its way into the room between the slats of the living room blinds.
Delaney lifted the ornately decorated wooden box from the table beside it,
opened it, and began to flick through the drawing slides. She had a desire to
feel pain, to feel something other than this damned inner conflict. Her plan to
take over Pulsus was closer to fruition now that Landry had crossed the line
and brought Jade to the island. But a deep and constant scratching at the back
of her brain was telling her that, when it came to it, Landry wouldn’t align
with her.


Delaney closed her eyes and pulled out a random slide. Without
checking to see the design, she swapped it out with the slide already in the
machine. She didn’t need to inspect that one to know exactly which tattoo it
would be. She knew Landry’s routine when she returned from missions. She knew
Landry used this ritual as her way to reconnect to a past and present that no
longer existed. Delaney didn’t understand it nor did she pretend to. Her mom
was alive and well, so why the hell did Landry need an old drawing to remind
her?


She ratcheted the machine higher to aim it at her right shoulder.
“Begin.” Nothing. She figured the damn thing only responded to Landry’s voice.
She quickly located the analog controls, thankful it was old enough to still
feature them, and switched it on. The laser burned into her skin, and the pain
was quick to register. Delaney exhaled slowly and regretted not bringing a
bottle of Widow Jane with her. She looked at the design slowly taking shape and
recalled the explanation Landry had given her when she had it done for a
mission. It was Sanskrit and read “I suffered in ignorance, so I learned, so I
changed.” Delaney was thinking she’d remove this tattoo once it was complete,
but this changed her mind. It seemed prophetic and fitting. She was suffering. The
missions Jenkin had them doing, the years Delaney had spent doing bad things to
good people; she’d done them all in ignorance. But she’d learned there was a
better way, and she was going to do what she could to enact that change.


Delaney settled into the pulse of the pain and pulled her phone
from her pocket. She’d put this off for long enough, because she didn’t want to
face the horrendous possibilities Ilsa might’ve faced in the aftermath of their
mission. They’d shared more than a house together, and if the SS had discovered
that, Ilsa might’ve become one of the Ravensbrück inmates. The Pulsus homepage
appeared on the temporary gel-like touch screen the phone produced in front of
her. She quickly logged on and navigated to the research portal.


Delaney squeezed her eyes tightly shut when she saw the images
that accompanied the story of Ilsa Blumstein’s demise, but the vile photographs
of her tortured lover burned bright on her inner eyelids. Ilsa had suffered at
the hands of the SS, that much was clear. Details of the interrogation revealed
the SS wasn’t satisfied Ilsa had nothing to do with the murder of Erika Vogt or
the disfigured butch Delaney had killed to double up as her cover, Sieglinde
Thalberg. Once they discovered the nature of her sexual relationship with
Thalberg, she stood no chance.


“Fuck.” Their mission had impacted negatively on Ilsa and changed
the course of her life. She hadn’t left the camp of her own accord one year
after Dr. Chernick’s disappearance. Instead, she’d left in smoke when the SS
dumped what was left of her body in the crematorium. It was exactly what she’d
been afraid of. It was bad enough she suffered as an operative, but it was
Delaney’s choice to take on these missions. Ilsa never had the luxury of
choice, and Pulsus had effectively ended her life. It made Delaney even more
determined to go back and save her from that fabricated fate. Ilsa deserved
better. She deserved the chance to live the life she was supposed to, not the
one imposed on her by Pulsus’s interference. Would
Landry understand that now that she’d broken the rules for her civilian lover?


Landry’s tattoo machine chimed to signify the end of its
operation, and Delaney admired the artwork. The machine was programmed to
calculate the surface area available for the design, and the ancient lettering
ran from the top of her shoulder, along her bicep, and down to her wrist. She’d
have to make sure she was wearing long sleeves around Landry or risk having to
explain how she’d broken into her apartment, sat in her spot, and “stolen” the
tattoo.


Delaney turned her thoughts to the next mission. She and Simson
would have to work fast to recruit the mercenaries from the Cagle Gang once
they hit Chicago. She’d collected two hundred and fifty thousand dollars from
her account when she was house hunting with Landry. It was useful that American
currency was the most stable and least changing tender in the world. The
five-hundred-dollar note had been reintroduced in 2025 to celebrate America’s first
female president. It would make travel to their mission with five straps of
fifty thousand even easier. Delaney had already done her research on the going
rate for guns for hire in 2055, and a quarter of a million dollars was a
princely sum for a couple of days’ work. Though the details of the mission were
sketchy and Diaz had yet to convene the mission brief, Delaney expected that
she, Simson, and maybe one other operative would be sent ahead of Landry to do
the grunt work tracking down the serial killer. Instead, they’d head straight
to the WoodBack Bar in Boystown where the Cagle Gang relaxed, and they’d select
three of their very best offerings. Taking down Landry wouldn’t be easy if she
made the wrong choice, and Delaney would need muscle to take back to Pulsus on
Landry’s time string. She couldn’t know whether or not the third operative
would see the wisdom of Delaney’s plan, but if he or she didn’t, that’d just be
another empty time string for one of her mercs.


Landry was angry when she left the island with Jade. Delaney
needed that rage to remain so she could manipulate it to her advantage. She
knew she could complete her plan without Landry. I just don’t want to.


Chapter Seven

 

 

 


The emergency room at Saint Francis was in similar chaos to
the last time Landry had been here, when Priscilla had contracted Kawasaki
disease, and she’d met the beautiful Dr. Stowe for the first time. Landry hoped
she wouldn’t be on shift tonight. She’d made the mistake of offering a rain
check on the doc’s invitation for a date, but things had progressed with Jade,
and distracting herself with the doc was no longer an option. She carried Jade
to the reception desk and cleared her throat to catch the attention of the
apparently disinterested nurse. “I’ve got an emergency. Car accident.”


The nurse looked up. “You’ve moved her?”


Her question was incredulous, and Landry understood why. She knew
you shouldn’t move a crash victim unless there was no other choice. “The car
was about to blow.”


“You were driving a combustion engine?” Another disbelieving
inquiry.


“Yes. And so was she. I was following her when she spun off the
highway on a tight bend. The car careened into the valley and crashed into a
tree. I had to move her.” Landry wasn’t lying, but even if she were, she didn’t
care for the nurse’s attitude, so bending the truth didn’t concern her.


As if realizing her attitude had been a little off, the nurse
nodded, and her face seemed to soften a little. “Dangerous things, those
engines.”


She motioned behind Landry and as Landry turned, Dr. Stowe
appeared beside her.


“What’ve you been up to?” Her tone was unmistakably flirtatious,
and she seemed ignorant of the fact that Landry was holding an unconscious
woman in her arms.


“Hey, Doc, will you help me? She crashed into a tree, and she’s
not been conscious since.”


Stowe tilted her head to inspect Jade and went into emergency
mode. “Follow me, hotshot. Let’s fix up your girl.”


Landry trailed after the doctor, grateful she had the
professionalism to park her personal feelings. Jade would need Stowe on top of
her game, and after Landry had seen the doc in action with Priscilla, she
couldn’t think of anyone else she’d rather have look after her. The irony of
not trusting her mother, who was probably among the top three doctors in the
world, wasn’t lost on Landry. She tried to quiet the thoughts of retribution on
both her mother and Jenkin if Jade had sustained any brain damage following the
mind wipe. Delaney’s words about her responsibility to their work were also
weighing heavy. Jade’s
all that matters right now.


 


*****


 


Landry watched helplessly as Jade underwent myriad tests and was
wheeled out of and back into her cubicle multiple times. She might’ve lost
count if it weren’t for the doc keeping her informed at every step. And while
she knew a platinum American Express card went a long way in a hospital, it was
also clear that Dr. Stowe was exceptionally talented and meticulous at her job.


The doctor drew back the cubicle curtains, and Landry was pleased
to get her aching ass off the uncomfortable chair she’d been sitting in for the
past four hours.


“Your girl’s lucky.”


Stowe smiled, and Landry couldn’t help but notice her beauty.
“She’s okay? No permanent damage?”


“I meant lucky to have you, but no, she’s in exceptional shape
considering what she’s been through.”


Her eyes sparkled mischievously. It seemed now that she’d made
sure Jade was healthy, playing with Landry was fair game again. Landry
surprised herself a little by not taking the bait. She was taking to this
relationship fidelity thing easier than she’d ever expected. “Thank you…for
everything. You’re an amazing doctor.”


“It seems you like to tease me by bringing in the most important
women in your life.”


Landry laughed gently. “I can assure you, it’s not by design. I’d
rather not meet you under these circumstances.”


“Under what circumstances would
you want to meet me?”


She shook her head. “I think you’re the only one doing the
teasing, Doc.”


Stowe’s beauty shone through her showstopping smile once again.
“You can’t blame a girl for trying. I thought you were like me. I mistook you
for a heart drifter, but it’s clear from the way you look at your girl, I was
wrong.”


Landry didn’t have an answer, but Stowe was quick to fill the
short silence. “I can see you blushing beneath your tan, so I’m going to leave
you alone now to see how your girl’s doing.”


“There’s no damage at all?” Landry felt her hope scuttle forward
from the back of her mind and start pushing past the darkness to get her
attention. Stowe looked a little confused by Landry’s muted reaction.


“I want to keep her under observation for a few more hours just
to make sure, but I don’t know what you were expecting. Did you want bad news?”


“No, of course not. I’m just surprised given the speed of the
crash and the state of her car.” She’s
okay. Her hope was quick to reinforce Stowe’s summation, and who was
Landry to question the doctor’s considerable expertise? “Thank you. Thank you
so much.” She began to move past Stowe, but the doctor sidestepped into her
path.


“Don’t forget where you can find me, Landry.”


Landry smiled. “I won’t.” But
I won’t be doing anything about it, either. This time Stowe let her
pass unhindered, and Landry was quick to enter Jade’s cubicle.


She turned and closed the curtains, but thankfully, the doctor
was gone. The exchange hadn’t been awkward, rather it was unexpected. Landry
was used to short dalliances with women, and she couldn’t remember ever having
refused such a stunner, but being in a relationship changed all of that. She’d
anticipated a settling-in period. That it would take time to drop old habits
and get used to knocking back the advances of interested parties even when the
interest was mutual. But it wasn’t the case. Her connection with Jade was
all-consuming.


“Landry…”


Jade’s voice was quiet and sounded weak, but it was a welcome
intrusion on her thoughts. She hurried to sit on the bed, pulled Jade into her
arms, and held her tightly. Once more, Landry couldn’t find the words to
express what was going on in her head. She couldn’t say, “I thought I’d lost
you,” because she knew she hadn’t. Elena had saved Jade’s leg and her life. But
how could she tell Jade that she thought her mom might’ve wiped away too much
of her memory and their love? Who knows what she could’ve lost? What Landry
felt like she had
lost was the opportunity to share her secret with the woman she was falling in
love with, someone she wanted to tell everything and have no secrets from.


“I missed you.” It seemed unoriginal, but Landry hoped it would
convey her relief to have Jade not only conscious, but conscious of Landry and
their new relationship. Landry had no idea how Elena’s tech worked and hadn’t
believed it could be as accurate as it seemed to be.


“That was a hell of a way to find out what you do for a living.”


Landry slowly returned Jade to the bed and looked at her
questioningly. “What?”


Jade smiled and closed her eyes briefly, as if smiling and
keeping her eyes open was taking too much effort. “I had to crash my car and
have a near-death experience to find out you’re a time cop.”


What was
happening? Did the mind wipe not work? “I…I didn’t tell you what my
work is.”


“You
didn’t, no. I had to hear it from your mom.”


Boom.
Landry shook her head disbelievingly. “My mom?” Her own lack of words was
frustrating, but she was struggling to get a grip on the situation. Her mom had
wiped Jade’s memory of everything up to the crash. Hadn’t she? “I don’t understand. What do
you remember about my mom?”


“Get me out of this hospital and back to your place. We’ll talk
about your mom somewhere safe.”


Somewhere
safe? What the hell was happening?


Chapter Eight

 

 

 


“New tattoo?”


Kondo pointed at the fresh ink peering
from beneath Delaney’s long sleeve shirt as she came to a stop in front of
Jenkin’s office. “Yeah, spur-of-the-moment thing.” She didn’t know why she
justified it to him. It wasn’t like tattoos were just for Landry.


“What’s it say?”


“Some shit about learning from your mistakes. I figured it was
ironic, since I just keep repeating mine and expecting a different result.”


“Isn’t that Einstein’s definition of insanity?”


Delaney made no attempt to mask her surprise at his knowledge.
“Pretty clever for a dumbass body guard.”


He gave her a smug smile. “I like to confound expectations
occasionally.”


“Big words too. Have you been watching the Discovery Channel
while you’ve been oh-so-busy protecting our esteemed leader from hourly
attacks?”


“Something like that.”


He looked a little rueful, and briefly, Delaney wondered if he’d
be a problem when she and her shiny new team emerged in the jump room. Maybe
he’d join her. He was ex-military, and now he spent his hours watching over a
paranoid woman on an island with the best security in the world. Delaney
suspected the most action he got was when she ran out of toilet paper. He’d
probably jump at the chance.


The door opened from the inside and Jenkin came out.


“Walk with me, Delaney.”


Jenkin sliced through the space between Delaney and Kondo and
didn’t stop to see if she followed. Delaney shrugged and caught up with her
while Kondo stayed ten paces behind, close enough for trouble and far enough
away to be out of earshot.


“I need this mission to go ahead as planned and on time. Where
are you with getting Donovan back on the island?”


“It’s been less than a day, Jenkin—”


“I know exactly how long it’s been, but I expect daily updates on
this situation. I should’ve made that clear. It’s critical to the next stage of
our development.”


Delaney clenched her jaw. The woman sounded like a commercial and
not a good one, selling juicy beef burgers smothered in barbecue sauce. No, she
sounded like one of those ridiculous ads about penis performance. Your lover won’t believe their
eyes. Delaney was expecting the twenty-line spiel about side effects
in as many seconds. She always wondered how many takes those people had to do
before they got it right, or if they spoke like that outside the recording
studio. I need a
drink…no, no drinking. Lucid and with her full faculties was where
Delaney needed to reside right now. Staying ahead of Jenkin required all of her
attention, because it wasn’t going to be easy trying to outsmart a genius
scientist with an IQ of 165. Which was why she needed Landry on board despite
Simson’s silent protest. She might have calmed down with the outward shows of
her hatred toward Landry, but it practically crawled out of her skin and gave
her the finger every time Delaney mentioned her name.


“It’s in hand. I’m giving her a few days to calm down. After what
you got her mom to do to her baller girlfriend, you’re lucky she didn’t rip
your throat out with her bare hands. And you better hope that Elena didn’t do
any damage, because if she did, even I won’t be able to stop her from coming
after you.” She motioned backward to Kondo. “And he won’t stand a chance.”


Jenkin leaned in conspiratorially. “She’s not indestructible. She
has a weakness.”


“Well, maybe you should share it with me and give me an advantage
if I need one.” If Simson
needs it.


“I heard waterboarding breaks her.”


Delaney shook her head and laughed. “Which idiot told you that?”


Jenkin stopped for a coffee at the outdoor kiosk and didn’t
answer. She took her sweet time adding sugar and milk before they continued
their walk.


“Are you telling me my sources are incorrect?”


“I’m telling you I’ve watched Donovan being tortured. For days.
For hours at a time. No one breaks her unless she wants them to. She has no
fucking weaknesses. That’s what makes her so good at her job. That’s why you
pay her ridiculous amounts of money.” Delaney dismissed the instantly
disturbing visual of Landry hung from the rafters of a hay barn on an early mission,
bleeding and bruised, and laughed again. “Seriously, who told you that? They
were having a laugh at your expense.”


“Your friend Simson.”


That revelation puzzled Delaney. Why would Simson lie when she
knew as well as everyone else that Landry was all but unbreakable? “She’s
wrong. And she’s not my friend, she’s my colleague.”


“No need to be defensive, Delaney. I thought all you military
types were one big happy family.” Jenkin took a sip of her coffee and quickly
spat it out. “Damn, that’s hot.”


Delaney pushed back the desire to take the cup, pin Jenkin down,
and pour it into her eyes. Take
a breath. The desire to hurt people was getting stronger and harder
to control. She needed to be cocooned in Ilsa’s softness. Delaney’s sharp edges
were so easily blunted around that gentle creature. This is all to get back to you.


“I don’t know why you’re talking about breaking her anyway. I
thought you wanted her on board for the Chicago mission. Or have things
changed?” Please God,
don’t say things have changed.


“Nothing’s changed. Unfortunately, she’s my woman’s daughter, so
I have to tread very carefully. I can’t just go sanctioning her and expecting
her to do as she’s told. Her ego is far too out of control for those tactics.
But more than that, she’s the best extractor we have, and this mission is
probably the most important one I’ve ever sent a team to complete.”


“How so? We’re talking environment here, aren’t we? What measure
are you using to decide that’s more important than curing cancer?” Delaney knew
exactly what Jenkin was talking about, but she wanted to hear it direct. She
wanted to know how Jenkin would spin it, how she wouldn’t make it about her
making more money than she and her next five generations could ever hope to
spend.


“He was working on theories that offer a sustainable and
economical alternative to every fuel we’ve ever used. Fossil fuels are still
around but at great cost to the world’s stability. Everything else is so
expensive, and there’s no way of offering a cheap substitute to the people. We
have more poverty now than ever before, and it’s mostly due to unaffordable
heating, lighting, and fuel.” Jenkin stopped and put her hand on Delaney’s
shoulder. “Imagine a world where everyone
could afford to warm their homes, where everyone lived in light rather than
darkness, and where everyone
had enough fuel all of the time.”


Delaney wanted to applaud her passionate performance. It was
completely believable, a sermon worthy of a Nobel Prize for sure. She stopped
herself from laughing out loud from the thought of Jenkin practicing her
acceptance speech in the mirror at her home. Except this was bullshit about the
environment, designed to stop people from sniffing out the real reasons behind
Jenkin wanting to bring Muniz into the future. If she was that concerned with the people, why not do
what she did with the Jewish doc and make sure he could continue his research
safely? Let them deal with the serial killer and then set Muniz up in a
dedicated laboratory until his research was finished and his inventions
complete? No, Jenkin wanted Muniz and his discoveries for herself, for her
inventory, and for Pulsus and her legacy. This was nothing but narcissistic
greed, and it’d make tearing her down even more satisfying. “That sounds
amazing. That alone should be enough to get Donovan back to the fold. The work
we’re doing is so much bigger than all of us.” And the Oscar goes to…


“I knew you’d understand, Delaney. You’re so much more than an
operative. Perhaps when you get back from this mission successfully, we should
talk about a consultancy position on the board for you.”


That was an unexpected development. Was it just a hollow
incentive to be swept away and dismissed on Delaney’s return? Of course it is. It was
exactly the kind of thing she needed to be aware of. Jenkin was manipulative.
She’d heard Delaney’s ideas for the development of Pulsus at their last board
meeting, and she’d rejected them without any consideration. This was just more
bullshit to trick her into fucking over her friend. There was nothing Jenkin
could offer Delaney that would secure her betrayal of Landry. And the fact that
Jenkin had no idea she was helping to destroy her own legacy tasted almost as
sweet as Ilsa.


“I’d like that. I think the half-life of an operative is far
shorter than an extractor. All those years in the field change you.” Stop talking. Delaney
looked at Jenkin, but she was already motioning Kondo to join them. Her
revelation had fallen short of Jenkin’s attention span.


“Make sure Delaney has everything she needs. And move her to
better accommodations.” She turned back to Delaney. “Your backyard looks like a
shooting range.”


Delaney’s jaw clenched again. Was nothing a secret on this
island? “My place is fine.”


“Nonsense. I want you to know how grateful I am for what you’re
doing.”


Kondo tilted his head slightly, and Delaney could see he was
intrigued by whatever was being discussed by his boss and a lowly operative
that would result in such a reward. She watched as the intrigue turned to
potential mistrust. That boded well for her plans. It was a clear indication
that Kondo had a closer bond to military “family” than he did to Jenkin.


This
takeover might be easier than I thought.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 


Lizbeth stood, arms crossed, in the doorway of her
restaurant. It was drizzling rain, and the fog was sticking around like a
stubborn child waiting for more candy on Halloween. Before Landry could turn
off the engine, Lizbeth had opened Jade’s door and was helping her out.


“I knew that damn car was dangerous, Jade. You should have a Prius,
like Caitlin and I.”


Landry couldn’t help but laugh, particularly when she saw Caitlin
shaking her head vigorously behind Lizbeth as she emerged from the restaurant
with Priscilla in her arms.


“Lan Lan!” Priscilla cried out with obvious glee.


The little girl stretched out her arms for Landry to scoop her
up, and she happily obliged. Lizbeth and Caitlin’s child was an oasis of beauty
in an otherwise ugly existence. “How’s my favorite girl?”


Priscilla’s eyes and smile grew wider, and she exuded a soft, relaxed
happiness that came from not yet knowing the horror of the world in which she
lived. She snuggled her face into Landry’s neck and stayed there, apparently
content. It made Landry remember why she worked for Pulsus, to make a better
future for everyone. Though right now, she couldn’t see a way to return.


“Because she’s so cute, and
because she’s only three, I’ll let that one slide.”


Landry grinned at Jade, glad that her sense of humor hadn’t been
affected by the accident.


“You must be hungry. Let me feed you before the dinner time
rush.” Lizbeth was already opening the door and ushering them in.


“Babe, I’m exhausted. I just want to sleep right now—food later,
okay?”


Lizbeth came back and hugged Jade, and Landry was again 

surprised at the friendship they’d formed in her absence for Dr. Cancer Cure.


“You better let her sleep then, randy pants,” Lizbeth said,
pointing a maroon-tipped finger Landry’s way.


Caitlin pulled a face behind Lizbeth that said “See what I have to cope with?”


“You know I can control my sexual urges, particularly when the
object of them nearly…” Landry stopped herself from saying anymore. Jade had
been discharged after twelve hours with the hospital staff generally amazed
she’d sustained no serious injuries from the crash Landry had described. No one
knew Jade could have died if she hadn’t received regenerative treatment at
Pulsus. To everyone else, it just looked like a miracle. My mother’s miracle.


Lizbeth didn’t miss a beat. “Nearly what?”


“Could’ve, not nearly.” Landry corrected herself and hoped
Lizbeth would leave it.


“Could’ve what?”


Lizbeth’s eyebrow arched in that dominating schoolmarm way that
meant she knew there was more to the story than she was being given. Landry
knew she was in trouble, so she mouthed the word “died” so Priscilla wasn’t
alarmed. Though she had yet to experience the crippling physical and mental
pain of grief and loss, it wasn’t a word for her innocent ears.


“She’s being melodramatic, Lizbeth. Ignore her, I’m fine.”


Lizbeth looked at Landry, clearly unconvinced and searching for
something else.


“I’ll save you some dinner. Even if you come down after closing,
you need to eat…and come prepared to spill. You’re both terrible liars.” She
moved to retrieve Priscilla.


The little girl didn’t let go of Landry easily. “I want Lan Lan
to come play with me.”


“Not today, my sweet baby girl. Lan Lan’s tired and has to look
after her lady.”


Priscilla looked up and stuck out her bottom lip. “Promise you’ll
play tomorrow?”


Her big brown eyes were impossible to deny. It was little wonder
she got everything she wanted from Caitlin, and Lizbeth had to play bad cop to
stop her from ruling the household.


“We’ll both take you to play soon, pretty Priscilla. You can come
and shoot some hoops at the Warriors arena.”


Landry appreciated Jade’s intervention. She could resist all
manner of charms from women, but this little girl could make her do whatever
she wanted. It was another good reason not to have kids of her own. They’d run
roughshod over her. Priscilla’s wide smile showed off her newly complete set of
baby teeth, making Landry remember Lizbeth had already bought a silver box to
save them all in as they fell out. Something about that seemed a little
macabre, and she wondered if they’d be tempted to make a necklace from them for
good luck.


“Promise?”


Jade offered the pinky on her right hand, and Priscilla snared it
with her own. “Promise. And the whole team will sign a basketball just for
you.”


“Okay, Jadey. A pinky-promise is from the heart.” Priscilla
released her tight grip on Landry’s neck and let her mom take her back.


“Food and the truth, later.” Lizbeth gave them both one last
serious look before she turned away and went back inside their restaurant.
Caitlin shrugged and followed without a word.


“She’s well trained, that one.”


Landry took Jade’s hand and guided her to the staircase at the
side of the building. “Is that what you’re looking for? A well-trained woman
who does exactly what you say all the time?”


Jade shook her head. “I’m not looking for anyone. I’ve got
you…and I’m sure you can be domesticated.”


Landry laughed as they reached the top of the stairs. “You want
me chained to the kitchen sink like a good wifey while you go off playing
basketball all over the country?”


“That’d be a waste. Why would I chain you up and leave?”


Landry grinned and unlocked her apartment door. “How tired are you?”


“Not that
tired…” Jade pulled Landry close and kissed her hard. “You saved my life and my
career. It’s gonna take me a while to thank you for that.”


Jade’s words pulled Landry from her lascivious thoughts and
focused her on recent events. Her mom. The brain wipe. She leaned back
slightly. “Take a seat while I make some coffee. I need you to talk me through
what you remember after the accident.”


Jade shrugged off her jacket, tossed it on the pool table, and
flopped into the deep sofa by the window. “You’re the boss.”


She smiled wickedly, and Landry marveled at how perfect she was.
Apparently, Jade could have a near-death experience, find out her lover was a
“time cop,” and still be outrageously sexual. “You’re my kind of woman.”


“I’m your only
woman,” Jade replied, with a hint of a threat.


“You’re very sexy when you get your crazy on.” Landry had
difficulty pulling herself away but went to the kitchen and quickly made two
strong Starbucks. “Sorry it’s instant, but I’ve waited too long already.” She
placed the cups on the chunky wooden coffee table Jade rested her feet on and
joined her. “What do you remember?”


“I remember us making love here and heading to my place in
separate cars. I lost control, crashed into a tree, and I remember excruciating
pain in my leg.” Jade took a sip of her coffee and murmured appreciatively.
“God, I love coffee. That slop they serve in the hospitals should come with a
health warning.”


Landry put her hand on Jade’s knee and squeezed. “Baby. Focus.”


“I don’t know what happened between then and waking up in the
hospital.”


“Which hospital, baby?”


“Okay, so not a hospital. Whatever it is you want to call it. The
place your mom works.”


Landry placed her drink back on the table, took Jade’s hands in
hers, and looked at her seriously. “You remember meeting my mom?”


“Yes, I remember Elena. You came in and told me you’d brought me
there to save my leg…and possibly my life.”


Landry saw something in Jade’s eyes, but she seemed to quickly
hide it. “And then?” 


“You had to leave. Delaney came in to talk to Elena, and she
sedated me. When she brought me around, she told me that Jenkin wanted my mind
wiped so I couldn’t tell anyone about what I’d seen or what she’d done to fix
my leg.” Jade sipped at her coffee. “Have you got any cookies?”


“Stop messing with me and finish the story.”


Jade smiled. “You caught me?”


“I think you like messing with me, period. Carry on, and I’ll get
you cookies before I take you to bed.”


Jade wiggled her eyebrows.


“To sleep, baby. You need sleep.”


She stuck out her bottom lip like a petulant child before
continuing. “She knew you’d go ballistic if she did that. She asked me straight
up if I’d tell anyone about what had happened, and I told her I wouldn’t. It’s
not my place to reveal something I don’t fully understand. Elena said she
trusted me, and more importantly, your judgment of me. She told me not to say
anything to you until we were in a safe place. Satisfied? Can I have cookies
now?”


Landry dropped her head back onto the sofa and stared at the
ceiling. She’d said such awful things when she thought her mom had wiped Jade’s
mind. But the only thing her mom had been guilty of was trying to protect
Landry…again. She recalled Jenkin’s story of her father. Is it all true? There
was so much to consider, so much new information. Wait…


“Delaney came in to see my mom?”


“Yeah.”


“Delaney told Elena she had to perform the mind wipe?”


“Baby, I don’t know. I was unconscious, and I don’t know how long
I was under. An entire squadron of soldiers could’ve trooped through the room
for all I know.”


Delaney hadn’t mentioned seeing Jade or Elena when they met at
the train platform. She’d played dumb when Landry spoke to her about what had
happened. But if Delaney had been in the room, she would’ve known exactly what
had happened because her mom would’ve told her. Why are you lying to me, Delaney?


“I’ve answered your questions, baby, and I’ve got a hundred of my
own. I’m confused and maybe even a little frightened. I felt like a prisoner on
that island, and you shouldn’t even get me started on Jenkin, but you’re right,
I have to sleep.”


Landry turned her attention back to Jade. To the woman she was
growing increasingly sure she loved. It’d been over thirty hours since she’d
had any sleep, so bed seemed like a really good option. With all this new
information to process, she needed to be refreshed and firing on all cylinders.
Curling up with Jade in her arms sounded perfect. “Sure. But you have to
promise to keep your urges in check, or I’ll get in trouble with your best
friend.”


“Baby, I love you. I really do. And you’re unbelievably hot.
Smoking, in fact. But I just need you wrapped around me and a damn good night’s
sleep.”


Landry scooped Jade up and stood.


“You’ve got a thing for carrying me around. Are you already
practicing for the day when you carry me over the threshold?”


Jade looked like a cat who’d just scaled the Christmas tree and
was about to bring it all down on purpose, and Landry shook her head. “Wow,
you’re that
kind of crazy, are you?”


“I’m your
kind of crazy.”


“Truth.” At
least one person in the world isn’t lying to me.


Chapter Ten

 

 

 


2055—Chicago


 


Soundproofing.
Such a wonderful invention.


Nelida Staton ran her hand over the walls,
loving the feel of the aluminum foil, and the spongy give of the construction
beneath her fingertips. She turned to quietly study the young man she’d
acquired earlier that day. He wasn’t screaming yet, but in time, he would. For
now, he could remain sleeping, entirely unaware of the horror to come. His
horror. My pleasure. He was naked but for the harness and shackles
that entwined his body. His wrists were bound together behind his back, and he
was secured upright by a nylon harness looped under his arms, connected to the
steel frame at the very top of the unit.


She caressed the curves of the transparent polyethylene plastic
container as lovingly as if it were her lover, though she couldn’t remember the
last time she’d taken one of those. With this as her hobby, she had little need
or time for the demands of a sexual partner.


He began to stir. Showtime.
She adored this part. The slow return to consciousness, and the drowsy look in
their eyes as they thought, then hoped, and occasionally prayed, they might be
experiencing a particularly vivid nightmare. The recollection of their capture
usually followed, and then came the abuse. How long it took for that to
dissipate and for the pleas to begin was an indication of the caliber of the
man she was holding hostage. Too short a gap was the telltale sign of a weak
and cowardly man. Too long and she was dealing with an imbecile, someone who
failed to realize how utterly out of control he was.


She kept records of them all. The words they used and the tone
with which they delivered them. How they begged and for how long. The excuses,
the reasons they should live. Some were imaginative, but many centered on the
age-old justification of having a family that would miss them terribly. She was
sometimes disappointed with the inanity of some as the realization of their
imminent demise finally hit them. But mostly, she felt invigorated by their
entreaties.


When she was between projects, she would flick through the pages
to her favorites, tabbed with turquoise sticky notes, and try to recall how
they sounded, in life and in the throes of death. It took up to forty-eight
hours for the tank to do its work and reduce its occupant to liquid. The shock
killed some, with their bodies simply shutting down as their hearts gave out.
Others took satisfyingly longer before they died, as they felt themselves
dissolve. And the screams. The screams were always magnificent. The way the
process tore them from the mouths of her captives was something she never
could’ve hoped to experience when she first dreamt of doing this. It
was…magnificent.


“You fucking bitch. Get me out of here.”


Nelida laughed softly. “In time, my love. All in good time.
First, I want to talk to you about your life. Who
are you? Where are you from? What are your hopes and dreams?” She spoke with
genuine interest. It was all part of the process—to know as much detail as
possible of her victim. That knowledge was essential. “I have some idea, of
course. An inkling.” On the word “inkling,” she wiggled her fingers in the air
like she was casting a spell. “I’ve been watching you. But I don’t know you. And I so want to.” She
caressed the hard curves of his chest and tweaked his nipple. He tried to shift
away from her touch, but his bondage made it impossible.


“Are you fucking batshit crazy, you British cunt? How about you
let me down? And then we can talk all fucking night.”


She judged his tone to be dismissive and not in the least bit
serious. That’s
disappointing. “Well, dear, since you’re not exactly going anywhere,
and I’m not inclined to release you just yet, how about you simply answer my
questions? They’re not hard, are they, dear?”


He struggled in the harness for a few useless moments. The
grunting and wasted movement seemed to make time drag like a cripple with a
clubfoot. She inhaled deeply. The smell of his sweet sweat danced on her nasal
passages, and she could all but taste him. The temptation was too much so she
leaned toward him and tongued the beaded perspiration between his well-defined
pectoral muscles. Mmm,
musky.


“You sick bitch.”


“Name-calling isn’t going to get you any closer to freedom, my
dear boy. Play nice…” She exaggerated a slow and dainty walk to the bench where
she’d carefully laid out her chosen tools for this evening’s entertainment. She
ran her fingers back and forth across the selection and picked up the stealth
boot knife a US Marine had kindly donated to her collection. He’d been in even
better shape than this specimen. She sashayed back to her man and pressed the
knife tip to one of his beautifully ripped and mountainous abs. “Play nice…or I
won’t.”


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 


May 26, 2076—San Francisco


 


“You’re letting her go back to training so soon?” Lizbeth was
clearly unimpressed with Landry’s inability to influence Jade’s decision to
return to her team.


“I can’t stop her. The hospital and the team doctor have given
her the all-clear. The Warriors need their best player.” Priscilla crawled onto
Landry’s knees, and she shifted her to her left knee so she could scoop her
spicy eggs up with her right hand and still hold tightly to her. Jade had
ordered a cute tiny version of her team uniform, and Priscilla looked adorable
in it.


“I’m not their best player. It’s a team game.”


“Spoken like a true captain,” said Caitlin, as she patted Jade
gently on the shoulder.


“Can I be captain, Jadey?”


Jade stroked Priscilla’s cheek and smiled. “You can be anything
you want, Priscilla. Anything at all.”


Jade’s words were rewarded with a bright toothy grin, and the way
Jade looked at Priscilla made Landry wonder if she wanted kids of her own.
There was so much they didn’t know about each other. Landry had no idea what
Jade’s plans were after her basketball career was finished. Would she want to
settle down and raise two point four children, move to a house in the suburbs
with a white picket fence, and adopt some furry babies? That wasn’t in Landry’s
future. How were you supposed to find out all the important stuff before your
heart took up residence with the heart of another and proclaimed to hell with
the consequences?


Jade forked the last piece of the amazing pecan and blueberry
waffle Lizbeth had made and wafted it at Landry. “She suits you.”


“Jesus. First marriage, now kids. Did your little accident force
you to reevaluate your goals?” Landry’s words were out of her mouth before she
could hold them back, and though she delivered them with humor, she wondered if
anyone picked up on the sharp edge of truth they contained.


“Nope, I just love messing with you. Your face goes all screwy
and panicky. It’s sweet.”


If Jade did know something was wrong, she didn’t show it. Landry
shook her head and said nothing. For now, in front of the girls, it was better
that way. Everything about recent events was screwing with her rational,
logical self. It was making part of her crave the simple military lifestyle
again, and Landry didn’t understand. She was struggling to remind herself why
she’d pursued some semblance of a normal life, but at the same time, she felt
unreasonably protective of the life she was building on the mainland. That
included Jade, who she’d risked her career to save. So why am I trying to push her away?


“I do like how she’s tamed you, Landry.” It was Lizbeth’s turn to
tease.


Landry pulled her black copper pocket watch from her jeans. “Is
that the time? We don’t want to be late.” She turned the watch over and read
the inscription again. Yeshuat
Hashem k’heref ayin. There was no such rescue or redemption for
Adelita Lake, the British spy Landry had been transported with to Ravensbrück.
Delaney had given Adelita’s pocket watch to Landry after Vogt murdered her in
cold blood. Landry stopped herself. Maybe if she didn’t think about Delaney,
Pulsus, or any of their past missions right now, she could spend some quality
time with Jade and the girls. Take some quiet time before deciding what to do
about everything.
She steadied herself mentally. The last thing she wanted to do was make a mess
of things with Jade. They were at the beginning of something, something Landry
couldn’t pretend to understand how it might affect her because she’d felt
nothing like it before. Maybe all these doubts were a normal part of this relationship thing.


Priscilla interrupted her wandering train of thought.


“Can I ride in the big yellow car?”


“No, baby, you’re not riding in that death trap.” Lizbeth lifted
Priscilla up and kissed her cheek. “We want you all to ourselves in the
minivan.”


“We’ll lead, and Landry will drive slow enough for you to keep
up, Cait.”


Caitlin laughed. “I’ll try.”


They left the restaurant, and Lizbeth locked up while Landry and
Jade got in her Mustang. Landry started her engine and waited for Caitlin to
strap Priscilla into the safety seat.


“You’re not with me, baby. What’s going on?”


Landry pulled out into a space long enough for Caitlin to follow
and sighed. “Nothing. I’ve just got things on my mind.”


“Anything I need to worry about?” Jade reached over and squeezed
Landry’s thigh.


Landry lifted Jade’s hand and pressed her lips to it. “It’s not
us. We’re all good.” Though
maybe that’s part of the problem.


“So, work then?”


Landry hesitated. It was strange to have someone outside of
Pulsus to talk about work. “I guess, but—”


“But you don’t know whether or not to talk to me about it?”


Landry brushed her hair forward and rubbed the heel of her hand
across her forehead, as if to push away the conflict in her mind. “It’s not that.”
No, I don’t want to lie
to her. “Maybe it is that. We haven’t talked about the parameters of
keeping my work a secret…from everyone else you know, your teammates, your
friends, the girls.” If
I’m going back.


“You haven’t talked about your work, period, and I still have my
questions.”


“I know, baby. We slept pretty hard last night, and then Lizbeth
descended on us. We haven’t had a chance. We’ve got time now.”


“Your mom told me I had to stay silent if I wanted to keep my
memories. I get that your boss is paranoid, and that your mom had to lie to you
before you took me off the island. What about your side of all this? Where do
you stand?”


A red light halted their progress, and Landry checked the
rearview to ensure Caitlin was still behind them. A thumbs-up from Lizbeth
indicated her driving was okay.


“Honestly, I was ready to quit when I believed Mom had wiped your
mind with tech that was unproven. She’s one of the most brilliant minds this
world has ever known, but the concept of her using unproven tech on you at the
behest of Jenkin…drove me crazy. It felt like a betrayal, and I said some
things I regret.” Landry thought about Jenkin’s information dump about her
father, and Jenkin’s relationship with her mother. It all seemed so surreal.
She’d loved her father and held him up as a saint for so long, while her mom
got the brunt of her grief at losing them both. How could her mom hold all that
and not tell Landry the truth? She’d been giving her such a raw deal, and all
this time, she’d just been protecting Landry from discovering the truth.


“I want to know more about your relationship with your mom soon
enough, but for now, you know she didn’t betray you. Where does that leave you
and your work at Pulsus?”


“I thought we were going to talk about the things you wanted to
know?”


“It’s all meshed together, isn’t it? I’ve got no order of
questions, baby. Let’s just talk and see where our conversation gets us.”


“Okay. Well, I’m pretty fucking confused. Usually, I see things
so clearly. Everything’s simple. Black and white. I get a mission. I complete
the mission. I relax away from the island and pretend I have a normal life. I
go back. I take on another mission, and so it goes on. I like routine and
order, because it keeps me sane among the insanity of what we have to do.” She
shifted into first when the light turned to green and turned left to go through
Golden Gate Park. Landry wanted to buy some more alone time, so she chose the
scenic route to the Warriors arena.


“Tell me about your last mission.”


“How about I tell you about the potential consequences of that
mission to me personally?” If she was going to share her work with Jade, she
wanted to share all of it. And since Jade had come into her life, the personal
consequences seemed bigger than everything else. “Caitlin’s first serious
girlfriend died of cancer—”


“How could that be possible? No one’s died of cancer since…”


“Exactly. Before I left you last time, cancer was still the
number one killer in the US. Our mission involved rescuing a Jewish doctor who
went on to invent the cure for all cancers back in the twentieth century. When
I came back, it would’ve been entirely possible that the girls simply wouldn’t be. Caitlin might’ve
stayed with her first girlfriend, never met Lizbeth, and never made Priscilla.”


Landry slowed the car for a jogger to cross the road. He waved
his thanks and then nearly fell over himself when he recognized Jade. She waved
back, but the gesture seemed uncharacteristically hollow. They drove in silence
for a while.


When Landry could stand the quiet no more, she whispered, “Baby?”


Jade pressed the window release. “I need some air.”


“Do you need me to stop?”


“No, keep going. I just…this is a lot to process, Landry. I don’t
think I’d really thought about what all this means, time travel, changing the
past, and altering the future. What if one of your missions means that you come
back and I’m
not here. What if I never existed?” She moved closer to the open window and
breathed deeply. “I’m…I’m not the person you met before you went on your last
mission.”


“What’re you talking about? Of course you are.”


“No. No, I’m not. You said when you left, cancer was still the
number one killer, but when you came back, no one had died from cancer for over
a century. I didn’t know that…but I did, once. This is such a head fuck.”


Landry hesitated before saying anything. Everyone who worked for
Pulsus knew what they were getting into. They were prepared and trained to deal
with all of it, and they literally had all the help money could buy. But Jade
had asked for none of this. “I get it—”


“How could you get it? You don’t lose bits of yourself after
every mission. You get to keep all of it.” Jade’s anger was rising, and she was
completely justified.


“Did I make a mistake?”


“What do you mean?”


“Would you rather have lost your leg and still not know about
what I do?”


“That’s an unfair question, Landry.”


“I’m not trying to be fair or unfair, baby. It’s an honest
question. You didn’t choose the events of the past two days, and now you know
things you probably don’t want to know.” Was
Jenkin right? Was all this too much for a civilian? “We can go back
to the island…if you want?”


“That’s…”


Jade looked at Landry so seriously. She looked almost wounded,
and pained, a deep emotional pain that swiped at Landry’s heart with a sledgehammer.
“I don’t know what I should do for the best, baby. Talk to me.”


“Landry, I’d rather know the truth about what’s going on around
me than live in ignorance, even if I am disturbed by it. And I know that it’ll
allow us to have a better relationship and me to have a deeper understanding of
who you are and the multiple hells you have to go through.”


She reached over and lightly stroked the nape of Landry’s neck.
It was a touch of intimacy that settled Landry’s discomfort.


Jade continued quietly. “I don’t want you or anyone else to take
that away from me, but all of this is going to take time to get used to. I need
you to give me that time to process and understand. You’re making changes that
sometimes will affect me, and I guess I’ve got to decide if I want to know what
I’ve lost each time you come back.”


“I can’t think of another mission I’ve done that could possibly
have affected or jeopardized your life. You’re still the amazing woman I fell
in love with before I went away. You
haven’t changed. You’ve just lost a small piece of your knowledge base.”


The security guard on the arena barrier smiled and waved as he
recognized Jade.


“Hi, Terry, how’re you doing?”


Landry was impressed Jade knew his name and wondered if she had
all the staff names in her head. Psychologically, something so seemingly
insignificant to a big star like Jade could make a huge difference to the
person on the receiving end. Validation. Visibility. A simple acknowledgement
that they existed. It was sweet, and it was yet another thing to adore her for.


“Forget about me. It’s great to have you back, Miss Carter. We’ve
all missed you,” he said with a genuine smile.


“Thank you, that’s good to hear. Terry, there’s a very excited
three-year-old girl in the minivan behind us who’s come to meet the team.”


“Oh, I see.” He ducked back into his security booth and emerged
with a fluffy Warriors mascot. “I bet she’d like one of these. Then they can
follow you straight through.”


“Thanks, Terry, I’m sure she’ll love it. Say hi to Clare for me,
and tell her those peanut butter cookies were amazing. They made a great
pre-match snack.”


Terry straightened up and danced on the spot. “That’ll just make
her day, Miss Carter. She’ll be baking them for you every match now.”


“You won’t hear me complaining. She’ll have to make plenty for my
lady here, though.” She motioned a thumb at Landry, and Terry ducked his head
to get a good look at her. Landry gave a quick mock salute.


“Looks like she gets enough protein, Miss Carter.” He flexed his
arm and squeezed his own bicep to illustrate his meaning.


Jade laughed and nodded. “I got it, Terry. See you later.” She
smiled another sparkling smile for his benefit, then said, “Okay, baby, let’s
go.”


Landry shifted into first and continued along the ramp into the
players’ car lot. “Well, that’s a first.”


“What?”


“Being called a lady.”


“You mind?”


Landry laughed quietly. “It seems you can call me whatever the
hell you want to, baby.”


“As long as I get to call you home, that’s good with me.”


Landry felt the fear in Jade’s voice as sure as she could feel
her own heart beating, but she said nothing. Is
loving me going to cause her too much pain?


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 


“Now I understand why Donovan likes this place so much.”


Simson clinked her long neck bottle to
Delaney’s and took a long swallow. Delaney emptied hers and motioned to the
bartender for another. This was one of the few places left in the city where
they still sold alcohol, and it was the main reason Delaney had chosen it.


“Like you’d never been to a club like this before you started
working for Pulsus.”


“Sure I did. I used to chase tail plenty in the off weeks, but
it’s easy to forget.”


Easy to
forget? If only it was as easy as Simson made out. If she could just
forget her attraction to Landry. Forget her desire for Ilsa, a woman long dead
in Delaney’s current reality. If she could just forget the inhumane things
she’d had to do on missions. Inhumane.
Most of her actions had been human nature at its basest and most dangerous.
Despite all the technology and developments, humans still enjoyed nothing more
than destroying their own species…preferably slowly and painfully. There had
been no real evolution when it came to that particular characteristic; some
people were simply better at suppressing it.


“What about you?”


Simson dug her elbow into Delaney’s side, distracting her from
increasingly disturbing memories.


“What about me what?”


“How did you spend your off-duty time? Family?”


Delaney had needed time off the island, and Simson had tagged
along. She was inexplicably glad for the company, but that feeling would soon
erode if Simson started poking around the family history she’d worked hard to
hide.


“I used to travel a lot. Europe mostly. I liked England before
most of it sank. It used to be that it would fit into Texas over five times.
Now, Texas could make fifteen little Englands. It’s not much bigger than the
Pulsus island.”


Simson nodded and looked impressed. Delaney’s lies dripped from
her mouth like a melting icicle in a Phoenix summer.


“I don’t get how you’ve been happy with your position as an
operative. You’re clearly better than that. How come you never went for the
extractor position?”


Because
they never send two extractors on one mission. “What does it matter
now? After the next assignment, I’ll be creating a new position for myself,
won’t I?”


“And for me?”


Simson was being a little needy. It didn’t take a genius to work
out its roots were in her jealousy of Landry. Delaney would humor her. For now.
“You can make up whatever position you damn well please.”


“I’ve always liked the idea of being a general.” Simson
straightened her gait and stood at attention, before Delaney pulled her back
down to her seat. “Generals are remembered.”


“You want to be remembered by who? We rewrite history every time
we go back. What we do means history doesn’t really matter anymore.”


“When you take over, you’ll be the one in control of everyone’s
history, present, and future. You’ll get to decide what’s remembered and what’s
forgotten.” Simson shrugged and took another slug of her beer. “Anyway, General
Simson still has a nice ring to it, I think. It would’ve made my pops proud.”


“I like the sound of that.” It wasn’t something she’d really
considered.


“You’ll be like the president of the world!” Simson raised her
beer in salute.


“You can be the president of my world…”


Delaney looked in the direction of the voice that had interrupted
their conversation and saw a petite ginger-haired woman in a brown suede skirt,
tight red tank top, and glitter gold heels. The color combination assaulted
Delaney’s eyes, but she heard Simson grunt in approval.


“Where do I come in?”


The woman peered around Delaney to take a look at Simson. “The
president always has a chief of staff to do some of their dirty work.”


Simson grinned. “Can we take this one back to your place?”


Delaney needed a time eater while she waited to approach Landry.
This woman seemed like as good a distraction as any. “Sure. Why not?”


 


*****


 


Sasha, or whatever her name really was, was trying her best to
involve Delaney in the action. Simson had quickly relieved Sasha of her
objectionable clothing, and Delaney might’ve been tempted were it not for
thoughts of Ilsa. Instead, she chose to relax in an armchair at the foot of the
bed, sipping on bourbon, and smoking cigarettes while Simson fucked Sasha hard
and fast.


“I need to piss.” Simson peeled away from Sasha and headed out.
“I’ll grab some more beers too.”


Sasha positioned herself sideways at the bottom of Simson’s bed.
She was close enough that Delaney could smell her sex.


“Why won’t you touch me?”


“I’m lazy. Sometimes I just like to watch.”


Sasha parted her legs and began to trace slow, nonchalant circles
around her clit. Her pussy was swollen and flushed. “Do you fuck your friend?”


Delaney appreciated her straight-talking. “We haven’t fucked in a
while. She fucks like a freight train, doesn’t she?”


“I like it. I love a good hard fuck.”


Delaney decided to play along until Simson returned. Sasha was
interesting enough for Delaney not to be rude and ignore her completely. “What
else do you like?”


Sasha smiled and the rhythm of her fingers increased. “I like
being used. All of me. I’d like her to be fucking me from behind while you fuck
my face.”


Delaney raised an eyebrow. “Girls who look like you aren’t
usually this honest about what they want.”


She laughed. “How am I supposed to get what I need if I’m not
honest about it? I didn’t come to the bar looking for a long-term relationship.
I wanted this. Not all lesbians are about U-Hauls and kittens, you know.”


“Sure.”


“What do you guys do for a living? You both look kinda
dangerous.”


Delaney placed her cigarette on the ashtray beside her and leaned
a little closer to Sasha. She heard the catch in Sasha’s breath, the
anticipation of a threat. Sasha rose slightly from the bed, nearing her orgasm.
“Maybe that’s something you should’ve asked before you came home with us.”


Simson re-entered noisily and slammed the beers on her bedside
table. “Did I miss anything good?”


Delaney didn’t take her eyes from Sasha. “Our little whore was
just saying how she’d like you to strangle her while you’re fucking her. She
wants to know what death feels like.” Delaney saw the desire and fear flame
brightly in Sasha’s eyes. She leaned back in her chair and took the beer Simson
offered her. “Will you do that for her, Sims?”


Simson snarled. “Whatever she needs…whatever you need, boss.”


Delaney smiled. Whatever
I need. Simson was already making a great second-in-command. She
knew her place, and she wanted Delaney to succeed above all else. She was loyal
and dedicated, everything Delaney needed in a number one. So where does that put Landry?


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 


Landry sank into the soft leather of the sports seat and
relaxed a little. The girls had an amazing time, and Priscilla, hoisted on
Jade’s shoulders, had sunk her first pro basket. Landry’s mask held strong, and
she’d just about managed not to be dragged down with the enormity of her
current situation. Her conversation in the car with Jade weighed heavy; she’d
opened herself to the possibility of love but had never really considered the
consequences for Jade. She was beginning to think that Jenkin had been right.
Maybe Jade should’ve had the mind wipe. Was it too much to expect a civilian to
understand the complexities of their work? And did it put too much pressure on
their fledgling relationship? Landry felt like she was asking too much, and she
should never have attempted to have a real relationship in the first place. Her
place was at Pulsus. Maybe she should accept that she’d said good-bye to any
chance of a normal life when she’d made the choice to join them. Living above a
normal family and indulging in meaningless one-night stands was about as much
as she could hope for. Do
I let her go?


She saw Jade hug Lizbeth and lean down to kiss Priscilla before
joining her in the car. Landry moved the car up by Caitlin’s minivan and rolled
the window down. “See you later, ladies.”


Caitlin rested her hands on the edge of Landry’s door. “Sure
thing, buddy. Thanks for today. Priscilla needed something to cheer her up
after all that hospital crap.”


“No problem. It was our pleasure.” With all that had happened
since she got back from Germany, Landry had forgotten to see how the tests had
gone. Caitlin had mentioned them in passing and said that Priscilla was fine,
but she’d qualified it with a “for now” that sounded ominous.


“Bye-bye, Lan Lan.” Priscilla’s huge grin made Landry smile.


“Bye, sweet girl. Look after your moms for me.”


Landry pulled away and turned to Jade. “That was a great day for
Priscilla and Cait. Thank you for making it happen.”


Jade nodded and offered a quick smile that showed only on her
lips. Her eyes seemed cold and distant. “So you could’ve come back and had
completely different people in your building, and Priscilla might never have
been born?”


Straight
back to it, then. “That’s right.”


“And you’d know the new people but wouldn’t know them because you
were here but not here?”


Landry frowned. “It sounds like a complete mind fuck when you
frame it that way.”


“The personal cost is heavy.” Jade shifted to her left so she
could face Landry. It was as much a question as a statement.


“It never used to be. Not until I started letting people in.”
Landry glanced sideways and smiled. “It started with the girls, but you…you’re
something else.”


Jade punched Landry lightly on the shoulder. “So you’re going to
blame me for making you feel things?”


“Yes. Yes, I am. Everything is all your fault.” Landry couldn’t
help but grin, and honestly, she was glad of the lighter moment. Given the
intense energy Jade was giving off, she was pleased they could laugh, even if
only for a moment.


“But you’re really doing things that are for the greater good.”


Jade’s sentences were short and sharp, as if she could only
manage a few words for fear of saying something she wasn’t quite ready to say.
Landry wondered if this might be the beginning of her letting go.


“I have to do some ugly things to achieve that so-called greater
good.” Landry thought of Vogt’s face as she snapped her neck. The woman was
evil, if there were such a thing, but who was Landry to be judge and jury? Her
emotions had got the better of her that night, and she’d decided that
particular collateral damage was justified. It wasn’t the first time she’d had
to kill someone on a mission, but it was the first time she’d had doubts about
her reasoning. “And Delaney. I don’t know how she manages to keep it together
after all the things she’s had to do in eighty years.” But she’s not holding it together.
Landry made a mental note to call her as soon as she was alone. She wondered if
Delaney was already in her apartment in the Mission. Their deal was for her to
spend some time among non-Pulsus people and get a real break. Landry had a
feeling she’d need more professional help though. The psychiatric kind.


“What? Eighty years?”


Jade sounded incredulous, and Landry thought again that this
might be too much for anyone to take on. Jade didn’t even have a scientific
background to pull on to make sense of it all. Landry remembered reading a book
about gods being among people, how some simply couldn’t cope with it, and their
brains turned into a mess of black spaghetti and chaos. She didn’t want to turn
that fiction into a reality, but the mind was a delicately balanced organ.
Landry knew that better than anyone, and she thought again of Delaney’s current
desperate battle to stay connected to an ever-changing reality.


“For almost every job, we send a team of operatives to go
undercover, often for years before I get there. Delaney’s spent over eighty,
maybe ninety years in the past. She and two others went to Nazi Germany in
1939, but I didn’t join her until 1942. You’ve read the history books. You know
what happened there, what they did to the Jews, the gays, the different.”


“They had to be part of that?”


Landry nodded. They stopped at lights, and Landry realized they were
near one of her father’s favorite bars. It had long ago been repurposed to
another faceless sandwich chain, but Landry felt the desire for a hard drink
begin to scale her subconscious for attention. Is this how Delaney feels? She reached
into her jeans and pulled out her pocket watch to show Jade. “Delaney gave me
this. It belonged to a British spy I met on the way to the concentration camp.
I watched her die, and one of my operatives had their finger on the trigger.”


Jade took the watch as far as its chain would allow. “Delaney
shot her?”


“No.” She
had other heinous, fucked up shit to do.


“You’ve shown me this before.”


“But now you know where it comes from and why it means so much to
me.”


“And your role?”


Jade’s line of questioning was very matter-of-fact, but Landry
could feel her internal struggle to stay in control. “I’m an extractor, the
team leader, so I don’t go back until the end of the mission.”


“And you kill people?”


This was straying into dangerous territory. Thinking that your
girlfriend worked for the military was different from actually knowing exactly
what she did and that she was responsible for ending lives. Landry worried it
might change Jade’s opinion of her. Will
she love me less when she knows I kill people? “Occasionally. But
mostly my job’s about saving the mission target.” Cop-out. Landry didn’t want Jade thinking
less of her, but what did that mean if she wasn’t being completely honest? “I
killed someone on this last mission…a Nazi who liked to make lampshades from
the skin of people she murdered.” Landry chose her own words carefully.
“Murdered” and “killed” both had the same essential meaning, but killed sounded less
brutal. Justified. But was she justifying her actions just to Jade or to
herself too?


“Was it self-defense or…something else?”


Landry could tell from the way Jade said it that she was
desperate for Landry to confirm she’d killed in self-defense. She knew that
would make it more palatable for Jade, more acceptable, but Landry had yet to
fully process that part of the mission. She wasn’t sure herself what it was.
“Everyone else was out of the camp. She attacked me from behind, and I defended
myself, yes. I couldn’t risk her raising the alarm before we had a chance to
make it clear of the country. I couldn’t take her with us, and I couldn’t
secure her safely.” Landry kept her eyes fixed on the road. She didn’t want to
see Jade’s reaction.


Jade didn’t respond, and Landry continued to drive. The traffic
had thinned considerably from their journey to the arena, and they were already
on Shoreline Highway, close to Jade’s house.


Landry knocked her hand against the steering wheel. “I don’t know
where we’re up to. I feel like I’m all over the place and no closer to why we
started this conversation at all.”


“You don’t get to be angry about this, Landry. You need to stay
calm and answer my questions; questions I’m entitled to ask.” Her voice
softened a little. “Just talk to me.”


Talk. From
the beginning. “Okay, let’s try for the short version. I told you
that my father died when I was twelve and that mom remarried pretty quickly.”


Jade nodded. “I remember.”


“Well, my mom then died when I was seventeen—”


“Nope, you’ve lost me.”


“It’ll make sense eventually. She was murdered, and no one was
ever caught for it. I followed in my father’s footsteps, and the military
became my replacement family. Three years ago, Pulsus came knocking with a job
offer I couldn’t refuse. I was prime recruitment material—no family, no
relationship, completely dedicated to my job.”


“Like the FBI always chooses the orphans?”


“Yeah.” She refrained from adding “Just like in the movies.” It
was clear Jade wasn’t in a joking mood.


“Keep talking, baby.”


Landry allowed herself a small smile at Jade’s term of
endearment. She had no idea where this conversation was going, but at least
Jade still felt something for her, even with all her confusion.


“Before I continue, I need to say something. I think all of this
might change how you feel about me. And that’s okay.” It’s not okay, but I’ll deal with
it. “Just know that I’m sorry.”


“I don’t know what I’m thinking right now, Landry. I have a lot
of questions, and I need your complete honesty. That’s the only way I feel we
can move forward. Okay?”


“Sure.” Landry slowed considerably around the bend that had
almost claimed Jade’s life.


“Your people did a great cleanup job.”


Jade peered down the valley. There was no sign of her car, the
tracks it must have made as it careened down the hill before crashing into the
tree, or even any damage to the tree as far as Landry could see. She figured
the regenerative technology her mom developed must be applicable to plant life
too. “Your car will be in the drive like nothing ever happened.”


Jade settled back in her seat and turned her attention back to
Landry. “You were telling me why Pulsus recruited you.”


“My first mission was to stop the murder of my mom. She and
Jenkin had been working together on the idea of Pulsus before Mom was murdered.
Jenkin was figuring out time travel, and my mom was inventing regenerative
tech. When Jenkin perfected the tech to go back in time over fifteen years
later, the first thing she wanted to do was to save my mom. Then they could
continue to work together as they had before she was murdered, in the past.”


“That was some opportunity…and responsibility. But you’re
starting to lose me. You don’t have mind wipes when you get back from missions,
so you’d still have your memories of your mom dying when you were seventeen.
Does that mean you missed out on those fifteen years of memories?”


Landry shook her head. “That’s the biggest problem. I have two
sets of memories from the same time period. When I got back from that mission,
my ‘new’ memories started to flood my mind and compete with my ‘old’ memories.
Mom knew things about me that she couldn’t know because she hadn’t been around.
But because of the mission, she had
been. You can see why our relationship is so complicated.”


“Jesus Christ, yes. But aren’t you just happy to have your mom
back?”


“I vacillate. I have the memories, but I don’t have the
experience. I didn’t actually live through it, so they don’t feel like my
memories. And I guess I felt abandoned by her, like her being murdered was
somehow her fault. Which is stupid. And in fact, I’d never really thought of it
that way before. You’re better than a five-hundred-dollar an hour shrink.”


“And you’ve had the bonus of amazing sex.”


They laughed, but Landry didn’t like the past tense reference to
their sex. She tried hard not to read too much into it and wanted to put it
down to a simple mistake, but her internal alarm bells were ringing. She didn’t
know whether to trust them or not. “Exactly. But here’s where it gets really
fucked up.”


“Because it wasn’t already?”


Landry shrugged and retold Jenkin’s story of her father’s war
crimes, her mom’s intention to leave, and her father’s threats to keep her away
from Landry. As she continued, Jade looked dumbstruck and made no comment. When
she got to the part where Jenkin had told Landry her father had her mother
killed to get Landry away from her, it was like Jade was kick-started back into
the conversation.


“That can’t be. Why did they wait five years to kill her? You
need to ask Elena about all of this. It can’t be true.” Jade spat out her words
like empty, discarded cartridges from a gun.


“Jenkin says Mom didn’t say anything because she’s still
protecting me. I was holding my father up on a pedestal, and she didn’t want to
destroy my memories of him. Maybe it’s because she knows how much I’m already
struggling to reconcile my other memories.”


“And you believe her?” Jade’s words were gentler.


“I wouldn’t have even entertained it, but just before I went on
the last mission, she said something mysterious about me not knowing my dad at
all. Jenkin’s story makes sense, and deep down, I know that Mom would do
absolutely anything to protect me. And it looks like that includes not telling
me that my father was a homicidal maniac who’d do anything to get what he
wanted, whether that was a promotion or control over his only child.”


Jade sighed. “Baby, it’s a miracle you’re not more fucked up than
you are.”


“From gentle understanding to hitting me with the hard truths.
You’re a talented woman.” Landry offered a wry smile.


“You knew that already. And you know we both use humor in dire
situations. Cliché, let’s move on. What else are we dealing with other than
your best friend who’s in love with you?”


Jade’s usual way of speaking to Landry seemed to be slowly
creeping back in. Landry realized how desperate she was for Jade to process and
understand all that she was being told. “Delaney’s got that under control.”


“And you’re basing that on?”


“She told me, and I’ve got no reason to disbelieve her. We had a
chat after you showed her the house she bought in Delores Heights. She knows
where we stand now. But…” Landry paused. They were nearly at Jade’s house, and
there was so much more to talk about. She’d assumed Jade would invite her in,
but she wanted Jade to be in control of how this played out. Maybe she’d need
some alone time. “She wants to oust Jenkin, and she wants my help to do it. But
there’s a niggle at the back of my mind that’s telling me there’s more to it.
Plus, she was in your hospital room with my mom, and I don’t know what that was
about. What if she was the one Jenkin got to order Mom to perform the mind wipe
on you?”


“I guess the only way you’ll know is if you ask her. But so what
if she was? She’s a soldier, and she follows orders or there are consequences,
right? Maybe she knew Elena wouldn’t go through with it. Or maybe she was
hoping the mind wipe would erase my hots for you.” Jade stroked Landry’s thigh
and settled on the crotch of her jeans. “But I don’t think I could ever forget
what happens when we get in bed together.” She squeezed lightly and smiled when
Landry let out a breathy gasp.


Jade’s touch comforted Landry. It was another indication that
maybe they could get beyond this successfully. “She should’ve told me, but
you’re right, I’ll get it straight from her.”


“Let’s break this down. One, you love your job, and it’s a damn
important one. It’s not like you’re stacking shelves at Safeway.” She counted
the items down on her fingers. “Two, your dad’s dead but could be a war
criminal and might be responsible for your mom’s death. Three, your mom’s
alive. Your relationship is complicated, but it looks like she loves you above
all else. Four, your boss is an asshole. And five, your best friend has a crush
on you and wants to take over the Pulsus organization.” She flexed her palm
open for emphasis as she finished. “And all of this combines to confuse the
hell out of you, and you don’t know whether you want to go back or stay here
with me, as my sad little basketball groupie and follow me all around the
country. Yes?”


Landry grabbed Jade’s hand and kissed her knuckles. “Pretty
succinct version, but yeah, you’ve got the gist of it.” Landry pulled into the
drive, and Jade activated the front gate to let them in. “You left out the
whole ‘if you talk, I’ll have to kill you’ part, but we can chat about that
inside…if you want me to come in, that is.”


Jade leaned across and kissed Landry softly. “I want you to come
in. Lizbeth cooked here a few days ago. I’m an excellent frozen leftovers
cook.”


Landry turned off the engine. “That’d be great.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 


Delaney closed the taxi door on Sasha and handed the female
driver a hundred-dollar bill. “All the way to her door, okay?” Simson had made
up for her last few months of enforced celibacy at the concentration camp, and
Sasha was barely conscious, exhausted from being used so hard. Delaney would
have taken her home personally, but she’d drunk way too much alcohol to be safe
behind the wheel for either of them, and having Sasha stay the night was not an
option. A safe female taxi driver was the next best thing.


She patted the roof of the cab and watched it leave before
turning back to her house. She’d got herself a nice place, maybe even somewhere
she could actually call home. It’ll
be a home when Ilsa is in it. Delaney saw the curtain twitch in her
neighbor’s house and waved. It was four a.m., forty degrees, and Delaney was
standing barefoot in a tank and shorts on the sidewalk after carrying and
putting a woman into a cab. No doubt the neighbor was wondering who’d moved in
next door. She jogged up the steps and decided she’d introduce herself in the
morning.


Simson was out on the deck, wrapped in the comforter from her
bed, and smoking a freshly-lit cigarette. She offered it to Delaney, lit
another, and stretched lazily.


“She was a little fucking dynamo, wasn’t she?”


Delaney sucked on the cigarette and made smoke rings in the cold
night air. “You kept up. She was all out of energy when I put her in the cab.”


Simson grinned. “Dirty little bitch, too, wanting the air choked
out of her.”


“She was a sexual tourist. She wants to try everything before she
leaves the earth. You’ve got to admire that kind of verve for life.”


“I wasn’t complaining. She had plenty for all three of us…you not
in the mood?”


Delaney appreciated Simson not mentioning Landry. She was
improving with her new boundaries. “I’m still thinking about Ilsa. She was
different from anyone I’ve been with before.”


Simson looked as though she was about to speak, but paused,
seeming to measure her words. She took a long drag of her smoke before asking,
“Are we going back for her?”


Delaney smiled and nodded. “Yeah. We are. And maybe we’ll kill
that Hitler fucker while we’re there.”


“I like it. You’re sure she’ll come with us?”


“Positive,” Delaney said with a certainty she wasn’t sure she
felt with that particular question out in the open. Ilsa loved her. She’d told
Delaney she wanted to be with her and get away from the camp. They couldn’t get
any further away than a hundred and thirty years into the future. Delaney
briefly wondered if Ilsa would need a mind wipe and an induction to her new
life. Would she cope with the knowledge of time travel? She thought of Landry
and Jade. Delaney was going to call her and arrange a meeting. She could ask
Landry what she thought. Elena had wiped Jade’s mind, but Landry wanted her to
keep the knowledge. Did she think a civilian could handle what they do? “And
when she’s back here, she can help us reshape what Pulsus does. She wanted to
be someone who made a difference, and she can be that person if she comes back
with us. That’s all she needs to know, isn’t it?”


Simson poured them both a drink from the near-empty Widow Jane
bottle on the marble-top table beside her. “Then let’s drink to a new future,
one where you’re making the big decisions.”


Delaney clinked her glass to Simson’s and drank the whiskey in
one swallow, losing the first flavors and rolling straight to the spicy,
burnt-orange finish. She could see Simson carefully deciding on her next words,
so she put her glass back on the table for a refill and sat beside her. “What?”


Simson emptied the bottle into Delaney’s glass. “Are you making
contact with Donovan tomorrow?” She checked her watch and corrected herself.
“Today?”


“Yeah. I’ve got Jenkin wanting movement, and I figure Donovan
will have calmed enough by now for me to talk to her.” It was strange calling
Landry by her last name, but it was necessary to build some distance between
them, just in case she didn’t buy into Delaney’s plan and she had to let Simson
loose on her.


“Have you spoken to her since Jenkin wiped her pretty bitch’s
mind?”


“I caught her on the platform before she left for here. She was
raging. I think there’s a damned good chance she’ll join us, but I’ll just be
laying the groundwork before we leave for the mission.” She took a sip of her
whiskey and swirled the remaining liquid. It slid up the side of her glass in a
mini vortex that looked like a metaphor for Delaney’s plan. She wondered where
Landry would settle when this was all over. “I won’t reveal my final plan until
we’re safely in Chicago. I can’t take the risk of her shutting us down before
we’re in control.”


“Do you know who else is coming with us yet?”


“Jenkin said she’d probably call up Perry. She wants to send her
top team since the mission is so important.”


Simson scoffed. “Important for her finances.”


“Which will be our finances, so it could be this will be our most
important mission yet. Until we start doing the real work, like killing
Hitler.”


“Will you keep her around?”


“Jenkin?”


“Yeah. Her and Elena.”


“Of course. Other than money, those two will be our most vital
assets. Sure, she’s recruited some top minds, but Jenkin is the brains behind
this whole operation. She’s working on synthesizing the metal required to do
the jumps. If she manages that, the cost of each mission drops dramatically,
and we’d be able to dispatch more missions.”


“If Donovan doesn’t join us, keeping Elena working could be a
problem.”


Delaney helped herself to another of Simson’s cigarettes, and
Simson dutifully lit it for her. I’m
liking this kind of service. “Elena is starting to make progress in
DNA reprogramming. That would mean an end to disease and possibly even an end
to aging. No matter what happens, you won’t be killing Donovan. We’ll use her
as an incentive for Elena to continue her work. If Donovan dies, Elena’s reason
for living dies, and her work dies with her.”


“But I’ll still be able to do whatever’s needed in Chicago to get
Donovan to give up the PRU?”


“Of course. As long as she’s not mortally wounded, Elena can fix
her up when we jump back.” Delaney could sense Simson’s excitement at the
possibility of being able to fuck Landry up. “She’ll be our prisoner at Pulsus.
You could pay her a visit whenever you wanted.” She’d need Simson motivated,
and offering her unfettered access to Landry would be her ideal sweetener.
Delaney hoped it wouldn’t degenerate into that, but she’d have Ilsa beside her
and centuries of the past to fix. She wouldn’t have the time or energy to
concern herself with someone who didn’t want to be part of that. Even if that
someone was
Landry Donovan.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 


Landry settled into the soft leather of Jade’s couch in
front of an eighty-inch TV screen wall-mounted above an open fire in the center
of the living room. She’d never been one for watching TV, but she figured
watching a Warriors game on it might change her mind. She waited for Jade to
join her. They hadn’t spoken of Pulsus or anything to do with Landry’s job
throughout dinner. Jade obviously needed time to percolate, and Landry wouldn’t
push. Until she figured out what she was doing about Pulsus, she had nothing
but time with Jade.


She came in with two Coronas. “I’ve got a game in two days, so
I’ll just be drinking the long neck, and you can finish the rest.”


“No problem.” Landry took it, thinking she could do with
something stronger but expected a professional ball player wouldn’t have hard
liquor in her house. Jade sank into the armchair opposite Landry, and the
deliberate distance concerned her again. Jade was sending mixed signals about
their future, but Landry was trying hard to keep a lid on her desire to react
to them. She continued to remind herself how difficult this must be for Jade.
Her whole world was being turned upside down, and she could only ask Landry for
the answers. She couldn’t imagine her frustration.


“You’re worried about me spilling what you’ve told me, but you
can trust me, Landry. One hundred percent. I’d never risk telling anyone about
what you do. God knows what the consequences might be. The government would
probably appropriate everything, every other country in the world would want
it, and all hell could break loose. There’s no way I want to be responsible for
something like that. I’m just a dumb baller. I’m happy to let the clever people
make big decisions like that.”


“You’re far from dumb, but this is a helluva secret, baby.”
Landry looked for a negative reaction to calling Jade “baby” and was glad when
none seemed forthcoming. “And it has to stay that way for the foreseeable
future. Mom wants to perfect everything before they even consider bringing it
into the wider world. I can’t begin to fathom the weight of responsibility on
the Pulsus board.”


“You have a board who decides your missions?”


“You wouldn’t believe the number of people employed on that
island. It’s a whole self-contained world. There’s so much going on behind the
scenes. Calculations, computations, possibilities, and probabilities. The
science and the management of it all is more complex than anything before it,
in any country.” Landry thought of Delaney’s words on the platform. “Delaney
thinks the focus is too narrow and that Jenkin is only interested in the money.
She’s saying our next mission proves the last bit.”


“How can the focus be too narrow?”


“Take the last mission. We rescued one doctor from a concentration camp in
Nazi Germany and that doctor went on to invent the cure for all cancers.”


“I’m not seeing Delaney’s point of view with a result like that.
Seems like a big win that affects a lot of people worldwide.”


Landry shook her head. “Let me finish. Delaney wanted to go back
and simply assassinate Hitler. The doctor would have lived and still have gone
on to develop the cancer cure, but sixty million other people would also have
lived.”


“When you put it in those terms, it’s kind of hard to argue
against Delaney, but how would you have known for sure that nothing else would
have become of the doctor?”


“Exactly. That’s the logic behind every mission. The science
geeks say the focus has to be narrow because the consequences from such an
action can’t be calculated. If those sixty million people lived, what would they have done? Their
sons, daughters, grandchildren—what would they all have done? What about all
those who didn’t die but lost their partners and went on to start new families?
What did all the descendants from those
families do? If we change such a huge point in history, the consequences could
be catastrophic. It could’ve meant neither Jenkin nor my mom were born, nor any
of the others who have been instrumental in creating the Pulsus organization.
We could’ve tried to open the time circle, and it might not have worked, and we
would’ve been stranded in 1942. I could’ve just faded as I tried to come back
to a present that didn’t include me. Even with this mission, one of our
operatives suffered that exact fate.”


“Does thinking of it that way make you wonder if the missions are
worth the risk, and if you’re doing the right thing messing with time at all?
Doesn’t it get you thinking about philosophical questions like fate and
destiny?” Jade leaned back in her chair and tucked her legs beneath her. “Do
you think Pulsus is playing God?”


“I’d have to believe in God to think that, but I get your point.
And you’re super sexy when you start talking all intellectual.”


Jade’s cheeks colored a little.


“I didn’t think you were capable of blushing, superstar.”


“Are you trying to change the subject?”


Landry got up from the sofa and dropped to her knees in front of
Jade. “I miss you.” She traced small circles on Jade’s thigh. “Knowing all of
this, does it change anything? Does it change…us?” Landry needed to know. She’d
let Jade in so far, but it was early days. Maybe she could get out of this with
her heart intact if Jade told her now that there was no future for them.


“Baby, I need some time. I can process most of this, but we’ve
not even touched on your missions and how they affect us.” She placed her hand
over Landry’s, leaned in, and kissed her deeply. “When I didn’t really know
what you were doing, it was relatively easy to imagine you were safe and that
you’d come back to me. I know what you’re doing is great work, but I have to
decide if I can cope with it emotionally.” She caressed Landry’s face gently
and slipped her hand around the back of Landry’s neck. “I want you. I really
do. But I already know you’re going back, aren’t you? You’re going back to
Pulsus for the next mission.”


Landry hesitated. She knew she had to, if Jenkin would let her.
But she wasn’t fully sure she wanted to. The more time she spent with Jade, the
more she wanted. The more normal her life became, the less appealing her job at
Pulsus was becoming. Do
you want me to stay? It wasn’t a question Landry felt like she could
ask yet. Maybe because she wasn’t sure she could handle the answer, whichever
way Jade went. “Yes.” Landry didn’t allow herself any more words. She wasn’t
sure what answer Jade was looking for either.


“Take me to bed, Landry. We’ll talk more tomorrow, but right now,
I need you inside me.”


Landry rose and took Jade by the hand. There was nothing more she
wanted right now than to reconnect with Jade. Maybe things would seem clearer
in the aftermath of a damn good orgasm.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 


May 27, 2076


 


The doorbell rang just as Delaney completed the last set of her
shoulder presses. One of the first things she’d had delivered was a full set of
weights and benches. The beauty of having a house this big meant a dedicated
gym room, and she was already enjoying its benefits.


She toweled down as she jogged to the front door and let Landry
in.


“Lose track of time, Muscle Mary?”


Delaney laughed. “You’re early. Jade kick you out of bed?” She
turned to go.


Landry ignored the dig. “Nice tattoo. Looks familiar.”


It should.
It’s yours. “It’s based on one you had a while back. I looked up
what it meant, and it seemed to fit. I’m trying to change, and it’s thanks to
you.”


“That’s the kind of story that should bring a tear to my eye.”


“Fuck you. You weren’t born with tear ducts. Help yourself to a
drink while I go shower. You should find a fancy tea in there somewhere. I’ll
have a juice.” Delaney showered quickly and pulled on some sweats and a tank.
She wanted to get back to Landry fast. Jenkin had called again early this
morning for a status update, and Delaney had nothing to tell her other than she
was meeting with Landry today. She reminded Delaney that she wasn’t a patient
woman, and she expected some movement on the situation by the end of the day.
Delaney was tempted to remind Jenkin that she
was a trained killer and it wasn’t a good idea to anger her, but instead she
agreed to Jenkin’s demands and assured her Landry would be committed to the
next mission soon enough. She wasn’t sure what the rush was anyway. They both
had some down time before they were due back on the island. It was probably
more about a show of force for the rest of the employees. Once Jenkin had
Landry in her office for sanctions, everyone else would settle. Simson said she’d
heard some chatter from people wondering if Landry was gone for good or whether
she’d come back to run the whole thing with her mom. They’d somehow managed to
keep a lid on the reason Landry was in trouble. The last thing Jenkin wanted
was knowledge of their tech getting out into the world before she was ready.
Delaney believed she’d never be ready and had no intention of sharing her work
with anyone. She was right, and Delaney agreed with her. If all the governments
in the world, good and bad, knew about what they could do, Delaney figured the
apocalypse wouldn’t be far away. It was way too much power to put in the hands
of politicians or the military. But in her
hands, with Landry and Elena by her side, it would be a different thing
entirely. The good they’d
do with it was infinite, and Delaney couldn’t wait to get started.


Delaney headed back to the living room and heard Landry on the
phone.


“I’ll be back at my apartment in a few hours. You can fill me in
then.”


“Problems?” Delaney asked as she got back into the room.


“Maybe. I really hope not. The family that has the restaurant in
my building have a beautiful little girl, but she went into the hospital before
our last mission and was diagnosed with Kawasaki disease—”


“Didn’t they used to make motorbikes?”


The corner of Landry’s mouth turned up a little but didn’t make
it into a full smile. Delaney cursed her fast tongue.


“It looked like everything had been caught in time, but she had
some tests just before we got back, and there might be complications.” Landry
ran her hand through her hair and sighed. “They don’t have adequate health
insurance to cover it, and I think they might be considering selling the
business.”


Delaney sat in the La-Z-Boy opposite Landry and picked up a glass
of juice Landry had poured for her. She felt a twinge of desire when she
settled back and really looked at Landry for the first time since she’d
arrived. She’d taken off her signature battered leather jacket, and Delaney
could see the pronounced slope from Landry’s traps to her shoulders. She was
wearing a tight black V-neck shirt with a colorful Japanese koi carp lounging
across her chest and curving around to her stomach. Delaney could see the
outline of Landry’s six-pack, and her biceps strained against the shirt’s arms.
Her strong, muscular thighs stretched her jeans, and rough engineer boots
completed the damn sexy package.


“I thought you were done with that?”


Landry’s words interrupted her reverie, and Delaney realized
she’d been staring. “I am. But I can still think that you’ve got a hot body.”


Landry shrugged. “Sure. That’s all it used to be.”


“And that’s what it’s gone back to being. My heart is otherwise
engaged. You were saying about your adopted family…”


“They can’t lose her. It would destroy them.”


“You can’t lose them either, can you?” Jesus, you’ve gone soft. First the woman and now this
family.


Landry bit her lip and shifted in her chair. She adjusted her
jeans around her crotch and fiddled with her belt.


“Christ, Landry, I know we’re supposed to keep our emotions in check,
but if you’re not comfortable talking to me, who are you going to talk to?”


“I forget you had to study some psychology too.”


“Yeah, and your body language doesn’t just talk, it screams.”
They laughed, and Landry visibly relaxed. She sank back into her chair and
sipped at her tea.


“I don’t know, Dee. I’m feeling lost like I did when my mom died.
I can’t figure out my direction, and I don’t know where my priorities are
anymore. This family means a lot to me, and I’ll do anything for them. Then
there’s Jade and what we seem to have together. It feels like something
special. They’re both things I didn’t expect to experience, but now that I
have, I don’t think I can let them go and just go back to our world. Especially
after what happened.”


“Well, thanks for encouraging me to come and get a piece of that
too. You got me out here to help me out of my funk. You weren’t supposed to set
me up for more problems.”


“Is this just what regular people have to cope with?”


“We’re not regular people, Landry. We never have been, and we
never will be. Maybe it’s just about balance. The family and Jade are
relatively new, but you’ve lived the military your whole life. Maybe it’ll take
time to adjust and make them a part of your life.”


“What if I don’t want them to be part of my life? What if I want
them to be all
of my life?”


“Is this because your mom wiped Jade’s mind?”


Landry seemed to hesitate before answering. Her rage had clearly
settled. Delaney hoped it hadn’t gone away completely, or it’d make getting her
back to Pulsus even harder.


“Could be. It was a betrayal, and she promised me she wouldn’t do
it.”


“Jenkin has her claws in Elena. She made your mom do that. Elena
was in an impossible situation. She’s moved out of her place to live alone
again. It’s Jenkin you should be angry with, not her.”


“What do I do with that anger? And I’m not even sure I should be
angry. I thought about trying to explain what we do and how we do it, to a
civilian, someone with no military or scientific background. I was trying to
figure out what I would’ve said to Jade to explain what I’d done if Mom hadn’t
wiped her mind…I’m not sure she would’ve coped. So perhaps Jenkin was right.
God knows she’s a genius; she’s got to know better than me. I’m just a
soldier.”


Shit fuck.
This wasn’t how Landry was supposed to be feeling. Delaney needed to stoke her
rage. “It doesn’t excuse the way she did it or how she treated you. She ordered
me to tell your mom to wipe Jade’s mind or she’d have imprisoned you for the
rest of your life. Elena knew she’d lose your trust forever if she did what
Jenkin wanted, but at least this way, you kept your freedom.”


“She was going to keep me in that cell?” Landry slammed her mug
on the side table and jumped up. “Who the fuck does that woman think she is?”


That’s it,
let the fury come. “She thinks she’s a god. That’s the problem. All
this power to change the world, and it’s corrupted her. She started off with
the best of intentions, sure, but she’s lost her way, and she thinks she can do
anything. No repercussions. No one to stop her.” Delaney watched Landry pace
around the room. Her anger was rising, and she repeatedly clenched and released
her fists. Delaney paused. She realized she was giving away too much. She
couldn’t risk revealing her plan to Landry yet, not before they were in
Chicago. All she needed was Landry committed to Pulsus and to the next mission.
She needed to rein her in and calm her down. “If we don’t continue doing our
job, who knows where she’d go with her work. Your mom needs you, and with you
beside her, she can reassert her authority and bring Jenkin back in line.”


“Why didn’t you tell me you were the one who passed the order to
my mom?”


“You were pretty fucking angry at the platform. I didn’t want you
unleashing that on me. They were fucked up orders, but it was better they came
from me than some other grunt.”


Landry slumped back into her chair. “You think that’s the answer?
I should go back, cap in hand, and ask Jenkin to reinstate me so we continue as
if nothing ever happened?”


“You were never fired. Jenkin just wants a meeting with you to
re-lay some ground rules. She’s asked me to set it up. She moved me to a fancy,
big apartment on the island in an attempt to buy my loyalty. Stupid bitch
thinks she can use me to influence you.” Delaney laughed. She was impressing
herself with how she was juggling the egos of Landry and Jenkin. “As if anyone
can tell you what to do.”


“She’s not military. She has no idea how loyalty works for us.”


Landry’s words stung, but Delaney didn’t let it show. She wasn’t
lying to Landry as such. She was just being economical with the truth. There
was no betrayal. Yet. And if anything, it would be Landry betraying Delaney if
she chose not to join her. She dismissed the words quickly. They didn’t apply.
If Landry followed Delaney’s plan, their loyalty to each other would hold firm,
just as it always had.


“I’d drink to that, but I’m trying to cut down.”


“How’s that going for you?”


Delaney had purposefully cleared all traces of last night’s
little party with Simson and Sasha, and her stock of Widow Jane and Lucky
Buddha was safely stowed in the basement. “I’m doing better. You were right.
Getting away from the island and trying to build some kind of a normal life is
a good idea. This place is starting to feel like home.” Delaney said the words, and she
actually believed them. As she filled the house with sofas, TVs, gym gear, and
paintings, it really was feeling like it could be home. She wanted the place
perfect when Ilsa saw it for the first time. Sure, she was drinking, but she
had it under control. She had everything under control. Even the nightmares
didn’t seem so bad.


“And the other stuff?”


“Ilsa?”


“Yeah. Is that fading?”


Delaney wasn’t sure what Landry needed to hear her say, so she
went with a version of her truth. “I’m getting on with my life. I want to spend
my break finishing this place. I don’t really want to think about what might’ve
happened to her.” That wasn’t a lie. Since Delaney had found out Ilsa’s fate
once they’d left Ravensbrück, she didn’t want to think about it. She just
wanted to concentrate on putting everything into motion to get back to Ilsa
before anything bad did happen.


“Something must be working, because you’re looking so much
better. Healthier. Brighter. It’s a pretty radical change.”


“I told you, you were worrying too much. Turns out all I needed
was to listen to you. Now what you need to do, is take your own advice. Relax
into it and let it be. You always like to be in control, and maybe that can’t
be the case in a ‘normal’ life. Quit being so hard on yourself, give it some
time, and see where the chips fall. It seems to be working for me.”


Landry nodded, obviously deep in thought and processing what
Delaney had said.


Delaney’s stomach grumbled, and she looked at her watch. “Are you
hungry? There’s a great Thai place just around the corner. We can grab some
takeout and talk some more. I’ve missed that.” Spending a short time with
Landry had already reminded her why she loved her so much. As a friend. She had to
admit it was easier than when they were fucking and Landry was offering nothing
more. She seemed more open and willing to talk. Delaney liked this new version
of Landry. She pushed the thought of Chicago and possible conflict to the deep
recesses of her mind like some old, unwanted sneakers in the bottom of a
closet. Her mom always told her not to waste energy worrying about something
that you had no hope of changing. If
it doesn’t happen, you’ve wasted your energy. If it does happen, worrying
didn’t make it stop. Simson was proving to be a worthy number one,
but Landry and Delaney had always made a great team. For the first time in her
life, Delaney considered turning to prayer in the hope that Landry would make
the right decision when it came to it. The alternative scenario was the kind of
ugly Delaney didn’t want to face.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 


“Thank you, Lan Lan!” Priscilla gave Landry a soft hug
before disappearing into her room with the new Lego set Landry brought for her.


“You spoil her,” Lizbeth said as she sat beside Caitlin.


“She’s too cute not to, and it’s not like I’m ever going to have
one of my own to spoil.”


“Are you sure about that? You and Jade seem pretty serious.”
Lizbeth sounded optimistic, and Caitlin nudged her in a hopeless effort to halt
her endless meddling.


“We’re just getting to know each other. Even if we work out, I’ve
never wanted to have a child of my own.”


“What if Jade wants one?” Lizbeth persisted despite Caitlin’s
quiet groan.


“What is it with parents thinking everyone wants to procreate and
bring more children into this world?” Landry laughed, but her question was
serious. “I’ve got a job that keeps me away from home for months at a time.
That would leave Jade trying to bring up a child on her own. She shouldn’t be
expected to give up her career. And when I get back from a prolonged absence, I
just want to be with Jade. I don’t want to share her with anyone.”


“Touchy much?” Caitlin tried to break the light tension.


“I’m simply saying I don’t want a kid. I love Priscilla. She’s a
sweetheart, but that job’s not for me. That’s all.” Landry lowered and softened
her voice. She didn’t want Priscilla to overhear the conversation and think
having her was a hardship for Caitlin and Lizbeth. “Anyway, I didn’t come here
to talk about what was happening with Jade. What’s happening with Priscilla?
That’s what I want to know.” There was an instant shift in energy, and Landry
could see Lizbeth struggling to stave off tears.


“We saw Dr. Burnett the day after Jade’s accident. She thought
we’d caught it early enough to prevent any permanent damage…” Caitlin got most
of the sentence out but began to falter. “We took her in too late.” She reached
for Lizbeth’s hand and enfolded it in her own. “It was early enough to get the
fever under control but not fast enough to stop permanent damage to her arteries.”


Lizbeth’s body was shaking with the soft sobs she was trying hard
to control. Caitlin pulled her into her arms and held her tightly. Landry
didn’t want to ask the obvious question. Their pain was palpable, and it filled
the room with its presence, suffocating Landry’s optimism. “What does that
mean, longer term?” She couldn’t bring herself to ask if Priscilla was in
mortal danger from the disease. Her mom was working on reprogramming DNA to fix
diseases, but she had no idea how close she was to human trials. Landry stopped
herself and recalled the problems Jade was having after her own experience with
Pulsus. Could I risk it
again?


“It means she’s already got bulges in her arteries, and they
could cause heart attacks, heart failure, or—” Caitlin stopped and looked away
from Landry. “Or worse.”


Lizbeth lifted her head from Caitlin’s shoulder, and Landry could
see a twisted pattern of fear and pain in the form of her tears on Caitlin’s
shirt.


“We could lose her, Landry.”


“No.” This
isn’t happening. “No, you won’t. She can be treated, surely. What
are the doctors doing?”


“She’s not responding to aspirin, so they’ve put her on a steroid
of some type.”


Caitlin didn’t have to say anything else. Landry already knew
their insurance wouldn’t cover it, and it would probably cost in the region of
two to three thousand dollars a month.


“She’ll have to go in for echocardiograms every six weeks. It
changes everything.” Lizbeth dipped her head onto Caitlin’s shoulder again and
moved in closer. Caitlin wrapped her arms around her and looked back to Landry.


“We have to sell the business. Priscilla is our focus. We wanted
to tell you before we put it on the market.”


“No.” Looks
like it’s time to tell them the truth. “You don’t have to sell
anything. You don’t have to pay rent. We’ll get the best doctors in the world
for her.”


Caitlin smiled, but it was filled with sadness. “I don’t know how
that would work, but it’s not the rent that’s the problem. We’ll have to get an
apartment elsewhere in the city and that will cost about the same anyway. We
need some capital to bankroll the first year of treatment, and the only way we
can raise that kind of cash is to sell our business.”


Landry took a moment to consider her response. When they’d moved
in to launch their restaurant, Caitlin and Lizbeth were strangers, and Landry
had no reason to tell them it was her building. As their friendship had
developed, there’d never been an opportune time to tell them. But there was
nothing stopping her from telling the truth now. It would mean she could help
them without having to make up ridiculous lies about hospital mix-ups, as she
had in the first place. They were both very proud, and Landry knew they
wouldn’t accept a simple handout. She remembered they’d been loath to accept
investment from Lizbeth’s father when they’d hit an early dry patch. The only
way they might accede to her help was if it came in a form they could repay.


“I know I’ve been cagey about what I do for a living, and I’m not
about to change that. But I can tell you that I make more money than I can ever
use. This whole building is mine. What if you don’t pay rent, and I offer you a
loan against the business that you pay off when you can afford it?” They both
looked stunned as they silently stared at Landry. “It’s not like you to be lost
for words, Lizbeth.”


She looked slightly perturbed when she asked, “You’re our
landlord?”


“Please don’t be angry. I would’ve told you, but there was never
a right time to let you know once we became friends.”


“How could I be angry? If it weren’t for you keeping our rent so
low, we would never have been able to afford to have had Priscilla in the first
place.” Lizbeth got up, sat beside Landry, and drew her into a hug. “You made
our dreams come true.”


Landry thought her heart might explode from her chest. It felt so
good to be part of something this special. “You’ll accept my offer?”


Lizbeth dropped her arms and glanced at Caitlin. “We need to talk
about it, and you’ll have to give us the terms.”


“They can be whatever terms they need to be. I’d give you the
money outright, but I know you won’t accept it. I don’t need it.”


“You don’t know how much it is,” said Caitlin.


“Trust me. I’m sure I can cover it.”


Lizbeth placed her hand on Landry’s shoulder. “Are you sure you
want to do this? In any other circumstance, we’d decline. But we’re talking
about Priscilla, and we’ll do anything to make sure she gets the treatment she
needs.”


“So will I. This is my home, and it wouldn’t be home without you guys
downstairs.” Landry felt herself blush a little at the sentiment. “I’m happy to
do whatever it takes. We can talk numbers and work it all out over the next few
days. We’ll make sure it’s all sorted before I go away again.”


Caitlin stood and held out her hand. “We can’t thank you enough,
Landry. You’re our hero. Again.”


Landry rose from her chair, took Caitlin’s hand, and pulled her
into a bear hug. “You don’t have to thank me, Cait. You just have to keep your
family strong.”


Caitlin patted Landry on the back in that butch “I’m trying hard
not to show emotion” kind of way that, as a military person, Landry was all too
familiar with. They parted swiftly and went back to their chairs. Lizbeth
rejoined Caitlin, and Landry checked her pocket watch. Delaney had arranged a
meeting with Jenkin after they’d had lunch. It was almost time to pick her up
and head back to the island. They’d be seeing Jenkin together, but Landry
wanted to drop in to see her mom too. She wanted to apologize for the things
she’d said to her on the night of Jade’s accident. She had so many questions
about her father. She wanted to know if Jenkin was telling the truth about her
mom’s murder.


She was glad Priscilla was being taken care of. It was one less
thing to worry about. If only she could fix the situation with Jade so easily.
Their sex last night had been frenetic. Their connection was urgent and
desperate, like they were frantically trying to hold on to each other in a
hurricane threatening to tear them apart. Jade had fallen asleep in Landry’s
arms, but she’d woken from frequent nightmares that she wouldn’t talk about.
Landry was used to fixing things and finding solutions to seemingly impossible
problems. But with this one, she had no idea what to do other than wait it out
and focus on something she could
fix, like her work at Pulsus and her relationship with her mom. The other
stuff? She’d take Delaney’s advice and try “relaxing into it.”


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 


“Good to see you back, hoss. I was worried you were done
with us all.”


Delaney and Landry both nodded at Garrett as they boarded his
train.


“I don’t think they had any intention of letting me leave. Hence,
my escort.” Landry motioned at Delaney.


You don’t
get to leave. Delaney shoved Landry into a seat. “That’s enough lip
from you, prisoner.”


Landry laughed. “You wish.”


Delaney shrugged and dropped down onto a hard bench. “A girl’s
got to have a dream.” For
your sake, Landry, I
just hope it’s mine that comes true and not Simson’s.


“I’ll get this baby rolling and leave you to it.” Garrett opened
the train cockpit and closed the door behind him.


“How did it go with your adopted family?” Delaney was genuinely
interested. Landry had never shown any interest in having one of her own, and
yet she seemed consumed with taking care of someone else’s. And now that
Delaney had met Ilsa, she found herself thinking about a potential little Ilsa
running around their house.


“I was right. Priscilla needs monthly treatment they couldn’t
afford, and they thought they’d have to sell their business to pay for it. It
would only ever have been a short-term solution though. The meds alone are four
grand a month.”


“You’re not thinking of bringing her to your mom, are you?”


“That thought did occur to me, yeah, but I’m not sure if the
regen tech would work. I don’t fully understand the disease yet. During the
fever stage, her arteries were damaged, so maybe that could be fixed. I don’t
know if it continues to attack the body. If it does, you’re talking about DNA
reprogramming, and as far as I know, Mom isn’t there with her research yet.”


Landry looked out of the window, as if for distraction, but the
train’s tunnel offered only dark gray nothingness. Delaney thought carefully
before she spoke. Landry was delicately balanced right now, and she didn’t want
to tip her the wrong way with a poor response. “You’re getting away with the
Jade stunt; I don’t think Jenkin would let you risk another exposure.”


“I’m hopeful the city doctors can get it under control. She’s
under Dr. Burnett, and she’s one of the best pediatric cardiologists in the
world.”


Landry rolled her shoulders, and Delaney heard them crack from
across the carriage. “Sounds like you
need a doctor.”


“Yeah, I could do with some work. Anyway, you’re right. I need to
sort this mess out and not be thinking about making another one.”


Delaney liked the sound of that. Landry was taking responsibility
for the Jade situation, which should make their forthcoming meeting with Jenkin
easier. Delaney knew Jenkin would love to see Landry on bended knee, begging
for her position. But she needed Landry for the next mission more than she
needed to pander to her own ego and had agreed to tread lightly. Jenkin also
wanted Elena back in her home and bed. She hoped calling a truce with Landry
would go some way to achieving that.


At least that’s what Delaney had told Jenkin. In reality, Delaney
didn’t give a shit about the state of their relationship. Once her plan was in
action, there’d be no relationship anyway. Jenkin would spend her days working
hard in the lab and her nights locked away in a secure unit. No one would be
getting off the island without Delaney’s permission, and even then, only the
people she really trusted. Right now, that was just Simson. She wanted to add
Landry to that paltry list, but she’d have to wait until Chicago to find out
which way she was going to go. “What happens if they sell the business?”


“They don’t need to. I’m giving them a low-terms loan and
dropping the rent. There’s no way I can let them struggle when I’ve got more
money than I need. I’d never forgive myself if Priscilla didn’t beat this when
I could’ve helped them.”


“What if something happens to you on a mission? Have you got them
covered?” Delaney didn’t know that she cared that much about Priscilla, but she
asked the question anyway.


Landry looked puzzled. “That’s a strange thing to ask, but I
guess it makes sense. I was getting it sorted before our next mission, but I
hadn’t gone beyond that to morbid thoughts. Thanks for that.”


Delaney smiled. “I like to keep you in touch with reality, my
friend.” There was no way of knowing how this was going to turn out, but she
didn’t want the death of a child on her conscience. She had enough blood on her
hands from missions; she didn’t need it at home too.


“I’ll look at it when I get back. Now I’ve got to concentrate on
fighting the urge to rip off Jenkin’s arms and beat her to death with the
bloody stumps.”


“That’s graphic.” But
I’m glad that’s where your head’s at. “I think Kondo might have
something to say about it, though.”


“That out of shape prick doesn’t scare me. He’s gone soft
watching Jenkin. I’ve always wondered why she needs a bodyguard. Paranoid
delusions, maybe.”


“Could be she’s been expecting you to attack, and she’s about to
be proven right.”


Landry laughed. “I’m just messing. Like I said earlier, maybe she
was right about the mind wipe. Our reality is too fucked up for civilians to
assimilate.”


“I guess we’ll never know.” Until
I bring Ilsa home.


 


*****


 


“Thank you for coming in on your vacation time, Donovan.”


Landry exchanged a look of surprise with Delaney. She wasn’t
expecting Jenkin to be so affable.


“Thank you for letting me back on the island.” I’ll play nice if you do.
She and Delaney sat in the basic office chairs at the front of the desk, while
Jenkin returned to her throne-like leather chair behind it.


Jenkin steepled her fingers beneath her chin, put her elbows on
her desk, and leaned forward. “How’s Jade?”


Landry flexed her shoulders and sighed. “She’s fine. Thanks for
asking.”


“No complications from the surgery…or the mind wipe?”


Landry clenched her jaw. As
if you give a shit. Instead she smiled and said, “Not so far. The
hospital cleared her after some tests, and she remembers everything up to the
crash.”


Jenkin took on that familiar smug look Landry despised.


“So you overreacted?”


Landry didn’t miss the warning look Delaney shot Jenkin’s way.
She closed her eyes, unclenched the fists she realized she was making, and
nodded. “Maybe a little.”


“I want to put this all behind us and move on, Donovan.”


Landry relaxed a little when Jenkin heeded Delaney’s unspoken
warning and didn’t push her. “So do I.”


“I want you back on the island and ready for the next mission.
This one could be our most important yet.”


Landry didn’t question Jenkin’s logic. Far be it from her to
think that curing cancer had been their most important mission to date. “We’re
on vacation. We have another week.”


“I know that, and I’m not asking you to cut it short. We do
control time, after all.” Jenkin chuckled, more to herself than anyone else. “I
just want to be assured that you’re committed to Pulsus, and you will return on the
fourth of June as planned.”


It was obvious Jenkin stopped herself from saying anymore, or
more that she physically couldn’t bring herself to say the words. You need me. Landry
knew she was the top extractor, but she wasn’t irreplaceable. Or at least, she
thought she wasn’t. But for Jenkin to reel in her desire to pull Landry down a
few pegs and make an example of her to the rest of the Pulsus employees meant
Jenkin really believed this mission was their most important yet. It was
tempting to take advantage and push back a little, but Landry wanted to get
back on an even footing. She needed to speak to her mom, and she didn’t want
extra hassle from Jenkin. Conflict was energy-sapping, and Landry needed all of
hers to handle everything else right now.


“You don’t need to worry. I’ll be here for the briefing.”


“That’s all I wanted to hear, Donovan.”


Landry rose from her chair, and Delaney began to follow.


“Delaney, I want to speak to you alone, please.”


With her back to Jenkin, Landry raised an eyebrow at Delaney. It
was just a minor power play, trying to divide and conquer. Delaney winked at
Landry as if to communicate the same thought.


“I’ll see you back in the city, buddy. I’m going to check in with
Mom.”


“Sure thing, Landry.”


Landry opened the door and as she closed it behind her, she
couldn’t resist. “I’ll say hi to Mom for you, Jenkin.”


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 


2055—Chicago


 


“I don’t care how you do it, Nelida, and I’ll pay you whatever
you want in overtime. I simply need you to make it happen for me.”


Nelida smiled with tight lips at the boss she pitied. She
supposed it wasn’t his fault he was a whiny mess of a man. He’d probably had an
overbearing mother as a youngster. Perhaps he was even a bastard child. He was
always so needy and desperate to be the center of attention. Nelida had
fleetingly thought of making him one of her projects. He’d certainly be the center
of attention then. She quickly dismissed the idea, appealing as it was to test
his strength. That was the kind of thing that got serial killers caught. She
smiled inwardly at the designation. It was all she could remember wanting to be
from a very early age. It was all she had practiced to be.


As she began to slice away the unwanted sections of the leather
pelt on her table, she tuned out the white noise of her colleagues and drifted
away to thoughts of her last sacrifice. She liked to call it a sacrifice, but
she wasn’t really worshipping anything other than the act of killing itself. As
it had been with numerous others before him, the shock of his body being eaten
away by acid finished him long before the acid actually destroyed any vital
organs. That’s why she began at the very tips of their toes: to prolong both
their suffering and her pleasure. This one lasted all the way up to his
deliciously defined, muscular thighs. She expected that the thought of his
magnificent manhood slowly disintegrating into absolute oblivion was too much
to bear for the poor soul. Oh, and his screams had been musical. Deep and
throaty, raw and primal. The silence following his death was almost too painful
to take. She was thankful she’d captured them with the microphone that was set
in the harness directly above his head. She played them on repeat for the
ensuing forty-plus hours, as his finely tuned body sizzled and disappeared into
the vat.


As a final sacrifice to that particular method of murder, it had
been magical, but now she was looking for something new. She believed the
sacrifices of her adolescence might hold the key, and her contemplations
circuited back to her first foray in killing. Foxes were vermin in the Sussex
countryside where she’d grown up, on a property the Americans might refer to as
a mansion, replete with six hundred acres of woodland. From the age of ten,
she’d been on many a hunt with her father and his dogs. At her mother’s behest,
he’d tried to shield her from the inevitable bloodbath as the dogs tore their
keening quarry into bright crimson, fur-covered chunks of death. But she would
watch, unnoticed, from a nearby tree, fascinated as the group of hunters would
holler and encourage the dogs to complete their hunt. At the second or third
time, she began to imagine she was at the center of the baying bunch of
horsemen. She was the one triumphantly concluding the chase. The men were
cheering her as she clawed at the fox’s throat and dealt the death blow with
consummate poise.


She was thirteen and enjoying a solitary summer holiday, when she
set a snare at the far end of their property and caught a fox all her own. She
kept it alive for a whole week as she practiced her new vocation.


She sighed contentedly as she settled on her next project. She
would do the same with a man. The choosing, hunting, and capture of a worthy
one was always so exhilarating.


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 


May 27, 2076—Pulsus Island


 


Landry sat on the park bench opposite her mom’s house and sipped
on a black coffee. She wanted some time to gather her thoughts and switch gears
from her meeting with Jenkin. That had gone better than expected. It wasn’t
like Jenkin could put sanctions on her personnel record, but she could have
demoted her. It seemed that this next mission had dictated her actions and
reined in any desire Jenkin had to punish Landry. Not for a moment did Landry
regret saving Jade, but she acknowledged it was a gamble to hope that Jade
would keep quiet about…everything. And really, there was no guarantee that she
would do so forever. Landry couldn’t make Jade keep her secret. She’d forced
her mom into an unmanageable situation and simply expected her to do what
Landry needed, without thought of the consequences for the organization…or her
relationship with Jenkin. Landry had never approved of them being together, but
she was beginning to realize that was based entirely on her memories of a
family unit that Jenkin had told her was a lie. Landry had been so consumed
with building her vision of a normal life in the city that she’d neglected her
connection with her mom. Delaney and Jade were right to question her. Why
wasn’t Landry happy having her mom back in her life after she’d been cruelly
taken away from her as a teenager? So her memories didn’t feel completely real
because she hadn’t truly lived them. What did that really matter? Landry’s job
was to fix the past for a better future. Why couldn’t she just enjoy her
present with her mom?


She tossed the coffee cup at the trash can. It bounced on the
edge and dropped in. It reminded her of Jade, but she gently pushed the
thoughts aside. Landry was here to see her mom and wanted to concentrate on
her. She’d been stupidly dismissive of their relationship, and it was time to
remedy that. Landry stood and wandered slowly over to her mom’s front door. It’s time to grow up.


Her mom opened the door before Landry reached the top step.


“I thought you were never going to finish that coffee.”


Her mom smiled, and there was a tenderness in her eyes that
Landry usually chose to ignore. Today it made her own eyes sting with tears she
wasn’t quite ready to release. Her mom pulled Landry into a long, tight hug,
and Landry could feel the control on her emotions slipping. It would be hard
enough to let go for her mom, but she didn’t want to do it on the front porch
where other people could see. She pulled out of the embrace and said, “Let’s go
inside.”


“Zen tea?”


“Sure.” Landry followed her mom into the kitchen and sat on one
of her retro red patent leather diner stools at the breakfast bar. They were
exact replicas of the ones they used to have when Landry was a child and she’d
struggle to climb up them. Landry was comforted by the familiarity of their
presence. There was a strange silence between them as her mom poured hot water
and spooned honey into two mugs. It was neither comfortable nor uncomfortable.
It felt heavy, laden with possibilities and questions.


“You want to stay here or sit in the den?” Her mom asked with the
two mugs in her hands.


“The den sounds good, Mom.”


Landry didn’t miss her mom’s look of surprise, but it was
fleeting, and she walked by Landry with a small smile.


“I’m glad you called, Landry.”


Her mom placed the tea on the roughly hewn wooden table Landry
had made sometime in her twenties. She had rudimentary carpentry skills, and it
was far from perfect, but her mom had insisted on keeping it. Landry had the
memory, but it was from a time she hadn’t fully experienced. It reminded her
again of what she’d gained from her work at Pulsus…a life with her mom that
someone had taken away from her.


“I’m not sure where to start. I’ve got a lot of questions from
things Jenkin told me on the night of Jade’s accident. Stuff about my father.”
Landry took off her jacket, carefully folded it, and placed it on the arm of
the sofa she was sitting on. She didn’t want to rush this and miss anything. “I
should start with an apology, but I don’t think the word is big enough to cover
everything I’m sorry for.”


Her mom tucked her legs beneath her and sat sideways on the couch
so she could face Landry. She placed her hand on Landry’s thigh and squeezed
gently. “You’ve got nothing to apologize for, pumpkin. I know things have been
hard for you, and you’ve had a tough time trying to find your way. We’re only
halfway to understanding the effects of our work on the mind of the ones
traveling back and forth. You’re the one who’s had the most to deal with. No
one else’s core memories have changed so drastically.”


“It’s no excuse, Mom. I’ve treated you badly, and I’m sorry for
that. And I’m really sorry for the things I said when I left with Jade.”


“Honey, that was anger talking. I knew that. How is she?”


Landry considered her answer. It would be easy to drift off into
lazy conversation about Jade and how she was dealing with the knowledge of
Pulsus and Landry’s career. Her mom had already said there was no need for her
to apologize, so she could just sweep everything away like fallen autumn leaves
from the porch and let the wind take her issues elsewhere. “She’s struggling.
She has lots of questions, and she’s frustrated. If you don’t mind, I don’t
want to talk about Jade yet. I need to talk about us…about Dad.” Landry saw her
mom stiffen at the mention of her father.


“What do you want to know?”


Landry paused before continuing. If she asked these questions,
she had to accept the answers, whether they were good or bad. Landry’s belief
in her father had previously been unshakable. Jenkin had placed dynamite sticks
around the foundations. Her mom could light the fuse with her responses and
destroy the memory of him forever. Where
do I start? “Did Dad have you killed?” The question sounded
ridiculous, like she was talking to a ghost.


Her mom bit her lip and took her hand away from Landry’s thigh.
She laced her hands together and placed her fingers on her lips as if to stop
the answer from being voiced. “Are you sure you want to ask these questions,
Landry? You have to be sure you want to know the truth…about everything.”


“I’m sure. I have to know.”


Her mom took a deep breath. “I believe he did.”


“Why?”


“You should sit back and relax. This is a long and complicated
story, pumpkin.”


Landry did as she was told. “I’ve got time. Tell me.”


“We had a fundamental difference in philosophy when it came to
the value of human life. He didn’t much care for it, unless it was his own
flesh and blood…you. He thought nothing of murdering thousands of innocent
people, and I had a problem with that. I tried to leave, to run away with you
and JJ. But he stopped me. He told me I could leave, but he wouldn’t allow me
to take you. He said he’d make sure I never saw you again, and if I tried to
take you, he’d kill me and JJ.”


Her mom paused and waited.


“Did he hurt you?” There were so many questions bouncing in
Landry’s head she was unsure which to start with.


“Yes. Regularly. Especially after he found out about JJ. That’s
why I had to make her leave. I
was relatively safe, because your father wanted the outside world to see a
perfect military family. But I feared for JJ’s life. I knew what he was capable
of, the people he associated with. They could make someone disappear without
question and without recrimination. I couldn’t let anything happen to her, so I
had to get her far away from your father to keep her safe.”


“Why don’t I remember any of this? Why didn’t I stop him?”


Her mom smiled ruefully. “He was a clever man, baby. He
controlled his violence well and never marked my face or anywhere people might
see. And he never did anything in front of you. You were his angel, and he
couldn’t bear the thought of you thinking he was anything other than your
protector.”


“Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?”


“You loved your father, and despite everything else, he did
everything he possibly could for you.”


Landry shook her head. Disbelief. Shock. The emotional tremors of
her mom’s words shook her soul. “How did killing you fit into that?”


“He didn’t want me raising you away from the military. He
believed they’d be the best family for you. I remarried quickly after he died
because I thought that might protect me. His friends came for me and for you,
to put his wishes into action. Around the same time, JJ had heard your father
was dead, and she came back for me. We ran away. I divorced David, and we tried
to start fresh, moving every few months to stay ahead of your father’s friends.
We lived in separate houses, and I’d see JJ while you were at school or seeing
your friends. We were working on creating Pulsus, and as far as you knew, she
was just a work colleague. When you were seventeen, they finally caught up with
me. I refused to let them take us away from JJ. That’s when they murdered me.
JJ escaped, and she had no choice but to leave you.”


Her mom stopped again, and Landry was glad for the break. She
remembered moving a lot as a teenager, never staying anywhere long enough to
make true friends, the ones you keep for life. Her lack of connection with
other people as an adult made sense. There was no point investing in a
relationship if it was never going to last. Jenkin had been around a lot, and
Landry remembered wondering why she always appeared in their next new start.
Her mom explained they all had to move to follow their work, and they went
wherever it took them. Landry was a military kid. Moving around was just part
of her childhood, so she never questioned it.


“I’ve been such an asshole to you. I’ve blamed you for so much,
despised you at times. If you’d have told me all of this, who my father really
was, our relationship would’ve been so different.” Landry stopped. She realized
she was still blaming her mom for her own actions. All her mom had ever done,
she’d done to protect Landry. She knew Landry’s mind was already struggling to
deal with the impact of their missions. She wanted to shield Landry from the
damage of knowing who her father had been. Did
I really want to know my father killed my mother? Yes. Yes, she did.



Her whole concept of her father was built on their relationship
in isolation, but it was neglectful not to take into account the rest of his
life. The thought of her father being responsible for the death of thousands of
innocents just to get a promotion sickened her. The thought of him beating her
mom, carefully and precisely, disgusted her. It didn’t matter that he’d been a
model father. His actions destroyed whatever bond Landry had been desperately
clinging to as a way to anchor her reality in an ever-changing present.
“Scratch that. None of this is your fault. I chose to act the way I have over
the past three years. I’m sorry, Mom. Can we start fresh?” Her mom held out her
arms, and Landry moved into them, thankful for the physical comfort she
offered.


“I love you, Landry, unconditionally. Maybe I should’ve given you
the opportunity to find out about your father three years ago. I would rather
you’d learned the truth from me than JJ. But she’s carried it for years, and
the Jade incident put her under a lot of strain. I can’t really blame her for
spilling the truth.”


Landry sat up again. “Is that why you’ve moved out?” Now that she
knew the whole story, it seemed like Jenkin and her mom were almost destined to
be together, if pre-destination was a possibility.


“No. I moved out because of what she ordered me to do to Jade.
She put me in a position where I had to choose between her and you, and I don’t
want to be put in that position ever again.”


Landry retrieved her tea from the table, sipped it, and spat it
back into the mug. “Ugh, that’s cold.”


Her mom shrugged. “Do you want a fresh one?”


“Nah. I’ll just grab a soda.” Landry took the time to consider
what she’d heard and if it changed anything about her. She’d loved her father
and held him up as a beacon of inspiration and integrity. With all that gone,
Landry realized she’d lived practically all her life trying to live up to an
ideal that never actually existed. She’d chosen her career because she wanted
to be like her father. Now there was nothing she wanted less. His ambition
corrupted him, and she briefly wondered if Pulsus would consider a mission to
stop her father from giving the order in the Fall War. It was probably
small-fry to the board, and she couldn’t justify the expense simply to resolve
a family issue. No doubt it had already been deliberated, and they’d found no
compelling reason to save the lives of all those innocents. Landry was once
again reminded of Delaney’s words that the focus of Pulsus was too narrow.
Didn’t they have the opportunity to stop all wars? But what would a world
without war look like, other than extremely overpopulated?


Landry pulled two Cokes from the chilled dispenser on the wall
and headed back to the den and her mom. “Thank you for not wiping Jade’s mind.”
Landry dropped back onto the couch and handed her mom a can.


“Thanks, pumpkin, but I’m good.” She placed the Coke on a
particularly uneven part of the table, and it fell on its side.


“I don’t know why you’ve kept this table, Mom.”


Her mom stroked the bumpy wood and laughed. “You made it. Of
course I kept it.”


Landry smiled at her sentimentality. She wondered what else her
mom had stashed away.


“So Jade is doing well?”


“Physically, yeah. She’s been training, and she feels fit and
strong. Mentally though, she’s struggling with what I’m telling her. She’s
asking a lot of questions, and I’m not sure she can handle the answers. She
loves me, I know that, but I’m not sure it’s going to be enough.”


“She’s an intelligent woman, Landry. She won’t let you go.”


“That’s my mom talking, not a scientist. Jade’s being forced to
reframe her whole world in terms she doesn’t understand. I wonder if a mind
wipe might actually have been a good idea.”


Her mom raised her eyebrow. “Really? You’d take that knowledge
from her?”


“I think I’ve made her life extremely difficult.”


“You saved her life, Landry.”


“So did you. But at what cost? She has to hold this secret until
such time as you and Jenkin decide to share your work with the world, if that
day even comes. And she knows that every time I go on a mission, I come back to
a different version of her without her even knowing it, or knowing what she’s
lost or gained.” Landry popped the top of her soda and took a quick swig. “And
it’s messed you and Jenkin up too. She was doing what she needed to do to
protect Pulsus and its employees, because God knows what will happen when you
release your work.”


Her mom smiled. “If it’s a bad reaction and things go to hell, we
can always go back in time and not do it.”


“I hadn’t thought of that. But still, what about you and Jenkin?”


“We’ll figure it out. We always do. I had to act indignant and
move out, or she wouldn’t have bought the mind wipe. I’m not sure she actually
believes I’ve done it anyway. We know each other so well, it’s hard to disguise
a lie, especially one this big.”


“What will she do if she finds out you didn’t do it?”


“What can she do? She’s not going to send a team of operatives to
kidnap Jade, bring her here, and perform the mind wipe, is she?”


“Not as long as I’m still breathing.”


“So it’ll be fine. These things have a way of ironing themselves
out. And your reaction shows that you were right in not wanting Jade to have
the mind wipe. Doesn’t it feel good to share all
of you with someone?”


Landry nodded. Her mom was right. It was liberating knowing she
could share everything with Jade, good and bad. There were no masks with her.
She didn’t have to pretend to be something or someone else. They’d made a
special connection from the moment they’d met, and Landry didn’t want to lose
that. She’d answer every question Jade had, and she’d give her as much time as
she wanted to process this new knowledge and their relationship.


“I had no idea that’s what relationships meant you could do. I
thought it was something I’d never have because I chose this life with Pulsus.”


“Maybe you weren’t meant to know until you found Jade. Sure, it
would’ve been so much easier if you loved Delaney the way she loves you, but
the heart doesn’t answer to logic and common sense.”


“Christ, did everyone know Delaney was in love with me?”


“Yes, they did.”


“Well, at least that’s one problem solved.”


“She doesn’t love you anymore?”


“No.” Landry was about to tell her mom about Ilsa and stopped
herself. She’d promised Delaney she’d tell no one, but she felt sure her mom
wouldn’t say anything to jeopardize Delaney’s career. She could leave out that
Delaney murdered a Berliner woman to protect Ilsa. “She fell in love with her
mark on our last mission. It got her over me.”


Her mom shook her head. “I hope she finds someone eventually. She
spends way too much time with that Simson psycho.”


Landry agreed. “She’s bought a place in the city. I figure she’ll
be okay. She’ll find someone who’s good with the military lifestyle. It used to
be both of us were fine with no-strings sex, and now we’re both looking for
something deeper.”


“You’re growing up, Landry. It’s not like every relationship has
to feel like it’s the forever one, but it is better if it’s more than just
casual sex.”


“I’m not certain our new relationship means we can talk about me
having sex yet. One step at a time, Mom.” Landry stretched out her legs and
rested her feet on the table. “What about Jenkin? Is she your forever?”


“I believe she is. Right now, she’s consumed with work, and she’s
lost sight of who she really is. But she isn’t truly lost. Not yet. I’ll bring
her home to me.”


“What do you see in her?”


“Personal connections are nebulous things that are hard to define
to the satisfaction of other people. The easiest way to put it is to say that I
feel I can be myself around her and be completely safe. There are no walls, no
masks, no boundaries. Our understanding of each other is as complete as it
could ever be, without going beyond the confines of the comprehension of our
own minds and things we’re yet to fathom.” Her mom took Landry’s chin and
turned her to face her. “Are you okay? This is a lot to think about.”


Landry pulled at her shirt to straighten it. “I think so. It’s
got some things clear in my head, and it’s great to have you to talk about
what’s going on with Jade. That should really help me. I suppose I’ve got some
processing to do about my career at Pulsus. I have to work out whether I’m in
this job for me or if I pursued this career because of Frank.” Landry surprised
herself a little calling her father by his name, but he no longer felt like
dad. The man she learned about today, and to some extent from Jenkin a few days
ago, wasn’t a “dad.”


“I’m sorry that it’s caused you such confusion, pumpkin.”


“It’s not your fault, Mom. None of this is. We were both his victims
in different ways, I guess. I just need to figure out if the ‘me’ I think I am
is really my own person or just a composite of all the things Frank expected
and shaped me into.”


“Remember, pumpkin, he died when you were young. You’ve done a
lot of living on your own terms.”


Landry nodded, but she didn’t necessarily agree. If her whole
career was
based on what she felt her father wanted, Landry needed to consider whether it
was still something she wanted. Getting out of this life would make things
considerably easier with Jade for starters. What
about Priscilla? Landry had just made a serious financial commitment
to Lizbeth and Cait. A change of career would mean a serious dip in income.
Perhaps a Pulsus golden handshake could include healing Priscilla. “I do love
what we do. Not always how we do it or what I have to do to achieve the end
goal, but I enjoy being part of something so important.”


“There’s no rush, Landry. The last thing you should be doing is
making significant and potentially life-changing decisions before you’ve had
time to really process. You’ve never been one to make spontaneous choices on
the big stuff. Take time to consider your options. It could be you’re exactly
where you need to be, in spite of your father and not because of him.”


“Okay. I’ve got a week before the next mission, and I’ve already
committed to it. No fast decisions.” Landry smiled inwardly. This mom-daughter thing is pretty
good.


Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

 


“Donovan’s back then?” Kondo asked as Delaney closed the
door on Jenkin’s office.


“She is. Why?”


“Just curious. Pulsus wouldn’t be Pulsus without Donovan. Just
saying.”


This was an opportunity to test Kondo’s loyalty to Jenkin. “Your
boss is Pulsus, isn’t she?” Delaney didn’t worry about Jenkin overhearing their
conversation because her office was soundproofed, both ways.


“Sure she is.” He shrugged and made a face that indicated
otherwise. Quietly, he said, “The people who lead and complete the missions
built this organization. If Jenkin died tomorrow, it wouldn’t really matter,
because you and Donovan would still be able to do your job.”


Had Kondo been talking to Simson? “Is that what everyone thinks?”


“It’s what everyone who matters thinks.”


Delaney smiled; that was code for all the military personnel. It
was good to know she’d have an easy transition when she returned from Chicago.
The lab rats would be easy to keep in line as long as she had the muscle on her
side. She knew the caliber of the grunts she’d be hiring from the Cagle Gang,
but she wasn’t certain she’d bring any of them back unless something happened
to Simson or Perry didn’t fall in line. That wouldn’t be so critical if she
could rely on the extractors and operatives to back her coup.


“Can you get a break from this detail?” It was time to take a
chance on adding to her crew. Kondo nodded, and there was something in his eyes
that indicated an anticipation of excitement.


“Sure. Rik’s Place in thirty minutes?”


“Perfect.” The drinking hole of choice for battle-hardened
operatives, it was the ideal place to discuss something privately. She walked
away and called Simson to join them. Delaney wanted her opinion on Kondo’s
suitability to unite the home team for their return from Chicago. Everything
was coming together before she’d even started to try. That has to be a good sign.


 


*****


 


Simson was waiting in Delaney’s favorite booth with three glasses
and a bottle of Jefferson’s Presidential Select.


“That’s an interesting choice for a business meeting,” Delaney
said as she slid into the opposite seat.


“I figure it might be cause for celebration. Kondo could be a
great addition to your team if he’s up for it. Do you trust him?”


“I want to, but we’ll see how this goes. It was something he said
about Jenkin dying that got my attention. It wasn’t even prompted. Have you
been speaking to him?”


“No more than usual. He’s a great guy, and he’s wasted as
Jenkin’s bodyguard. He should be an extractor; he’s that good. He was a Navy
Seal, plenty of medals, lots of heroics. He’s the kind of soldier you need.”


Everything Simson was saying sounded perfect. They’d need someone
they could trust to shut the island down when they got back from their mission.
Delaney had considered approaching Garrett, but he wasn’t a fighter, and he
lacked courage. He was the kind of guy who just needed a paycheck at the end of
the month. The man had no ambition. “Could you see him rallying the home team
in our absence? I’ve been thinking about when we get back from Chicago. We need
someone in control of the island’s power and transport. We can’t have people
escaping, especially the lab rats.”


Simson topped up Delaney’s glass, but Delaney couldn’t remember
drinking it. She dismissed the apparent amnesia and took another sip. It was a
damn fine bourbon that exploded with cinnamon, honey, and pecan pie before
settling to a creamy vanilla finish. Being able to appreciate the finer tastes
of a bourbon made Delaney feel like less of an alcoholic. “Thanks for this,
Sims.”


“No problem, boss. And yeah, he’s a natural leader. He wouldn’t
challenge your authority, but I think he’s looking for this takeover just as
much as we are.”


Just as Delaney checked her watch, Kondo entered the bar. He
looked around, saw them, and did a quick salute. He motioned to the bar as if
he was going to get drinks for them all, but Delaney held up the bottle to show
he didn’t need to. Delaney indicated for him to sit next to Simson.


“Before we start, I need to confirm something,” he said as he
took the glass Simson offered.


“Go ahead,” Delaney replied. She knew he was about to question
her loyalties.


He downed the bourbon in one go, wiped the droplets from his
beard, and licked the side of his hand. “What is that? It’s got to be the best
bourbon I’ve ever tasted.”


Simson twisted the bottle around so Kondo could view the label.
“Fancy. Remind me to swipe my card for a bottle on the way out.”


“Which could be faster than you anticipated if you don’t get the
answer you want, yes?” Delaney wasn’t in a hurry to secure Kondo’s services,
but she did want him to know she was serious.


“Sure.” He pushed his glass back to Simson, placed his hands flat
on the table, and stared at Delaney. “What’s the deal with you and Jenkin?”


Simple and straight to the point. Delaney liked him more already.
“She wanted someone to help her get Donovan back on base. I wanted to make sure
Donovan got back on base for my own reasons. Jenkin paid me some extra and gave
me a few perks to smooth Donovan’s return. I would’ve done it anyway, but I
wanted to get closer to Jenkin and make her trust me.”


Kondo sipped his bourbon and licked his lips appreciatively. “And
why do you need her trust?”


“I’ve got plans of my own.”


Kondo nodded. “Do you want to share them with me?”


“Maybe. First, tell me more about you and why you’re on this
island.” This was promising, but Delaney wanted to be absolutely certain she
could trust Kondo before she told him anything else.


“That’s easy. I’m a career soldier. I came here to do the
missions just like you guys, and I ended up on this shit detail. I hate wiping
Jenkin’s ass.” He slammed his empty glass on the tabletop, and Simson was quick
to fill it. “She thinks because she pays me fifty percent more than the
operatives I should be satisfied. But every day I feel myself getting softer,
and it doesn’t matter how hard I hit the gym, or even train with the newbies
and her.” He tilted his head at Simson. “It’s nothing like the real battles I
came here to fight. I want to be where the action is.”


Combat
junkie. Excellent. “Tell me what you think about the missions we
do.”


Kondo held his hands up in mock surrender. “Hey, I don’t want to
step on your toes, Delaney.”


“You won’t be. Give me your brutal honesty.”


“We don’t use the power we have properly. Your last mission—why
didn’t we just kill Hitler? I figure we should be doing more. I’m sorry if you
don’t agree. It’s just my opinion.”


“The board says we can’t risk making wholesale changes like that.
The repercussions in the time continuum would be immeasurable. What do you say
to that?”


“I call bullshit. The consequences of killing a fuck like Hitler
can’t be outweighed. What does it really matter as long as we’ve stopped World
War Two?”


Delaney nodded. “How would you change it?”


“I’d stop wasting all this time on the small stuff and look at
the bigger picture. Go back, kill Hitler, come back to 2076, and see what’s
changed. We could have the whole fucking world fixed in a few years, and
there’d be no need for us.” He paused and appeared to consider his words before
he added, “After that, I guess there’s nothing to stop us from just making a
little hay while the sun shines, as my daddy used to say.”


Delaney looked to Simson, and she nodded and smiled. This is our guy.
“You’re complaining about your position with Jenkin, but you’ve been her
personal bodyguard for what, six months now, and you haven’t done anything
about it. Some people just like to talk a big game and aren’t prepared to get
off their ass to make things happen. Is that who you are?”


At the challenge, Delaney saw his jaw clench and his knuckles
whiten as he gripped his glass hard.


“If you’d done your homework on me, you’d know I’ve asked to
transfer to operations every month. And every month, I’ve been rejected because
Jenkin makes the final decision. You’d also know that I’ve had my resignation
rejected this month too, but I’m already making plans to leave the island.” He
finished his drink and pushed up to leave.


Delaney reached out and placed her hand over his. “Sit down,
Kondo. I’ve got a better proposition for you.”


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 


June 3, 2076—San Francisco


 


“My coach wouldn’t be happy with you if she knew what you were
about to do to me.”


Landry smiled, pulled Jade into her arms, and lifted her onto the
pool table. “You’d rather we kept on playing this game instead?”


“Let’s ask a higher power.” Jade picked up the eight ball and
shook it.


Landry smiled, took the ball, and rolled it back on the table. “I
prefer to make my own decisions, baby.”


Jade traced her fingers over Landry’s chest and hooked her finger
on the V-neck of her shirt. “So do I, but sometimes, decisions are made for
you. You know, like your life being saved.”


“I think perhaps you decided you wanted to know everything about
me.” Landry slipped her hands beneath the hem of Jade’s shirt and slowly
stroked Jade’s back.


Jade raised an eyebrow and snorted. “The implication being that I
risked my life and career just to discover your big secret?”


“Exactly.”


Jade laughed and shook her head. “I had other ways in mind to
make you talk.”


Landry was glad to see Jade’s smile was playful. It was something
she’d missed as Jade processed and handled Pulsus and Landry’s work. “Now I’m intrigued. We
could still pretend you don’t
know.”


Jade took hold of Landry’s wrists and pushed them to her side.
“You want to play that
kind of dirty?”


“I’ll play any kind of dirty you want, baby.” God, I’ve missed this.
The past week had been intense as Jade had vacillated between wanting to know
everything and wanting to know nothing at all.


“You’re way too talented with your hands for me to tie you up.”


“Sure, but it’d make a pleasant change to be restrained for a
reason other than torture.”


Jade pulled away a little, and she lightly punched Landry on the
chest. Her brow furrowed. “Thanks for that horrible thought.”


Idiot.
Landry smiled and caressed Jade’s cheek gently. “Too soon?”


Jade leaned back in to Landry’s body and wrapped her legs around
Landry’s waist. “Too soon.”


“So, have you made a decision? Do you have to save your energy
for your big game tomorrow, or are you going to send me off on my mission with
a few good orgasms?”


Jade’s soft lips pressed against Landry’s. Her kiss was deep, and
Landry reveled in its intimacy. In spite of everything that had been happening
over the past two weeks, whenever they connected this way, all else simply fell
away. They became the only two people in the world and being together, the most
important thing. The falling had ended: Landry was in love.


“Since I’m not going to have my hands on you for a while, it
seems like it would be neglectful of me to send you off all horny. I think that
would make me a very bad girlfriend.”


Landry nodded. “I agree. It’s possible I could explode if you
don’t give me release now.” Landry lifted Jade from the table and walked toward
her bedroom with Jade in her arms.


“Have I told you lately how sexy it is that you can carry me
around like this?” Jade kissed and nibbled at Landry’s neck.


“Actually, you haven’t. Tell me.” Landry nudged the bedroom door
open with her foot and pressed Jade against the door to close it behind them.
Jade exhaled breathily. The murmur transferred directly to Landry’s pants, and
she pulsed in response.


“I love that you’re this strong.” Jade’s hands rested on Landry’s
shoulders before tracking down to her biceps. She couldn’t wrap her hand around
them, so she squeezed hard instead. “I love that you can pick me up and carry
me to your bedroom so you can have your wicked way with me.”


Landry kissed her hard and pressed her firmly against the solid
wood. “Is it wicked when it feels this good?”


Jade smiled. “I love your words too, especially the soppy,
clichéd shit you come out with.”


“I can’t help it. It’s absolutely your fault.” Landry turned,
moved over to her bed, and lowered Jade to the soft mattress. She slid down and
knelt on the floor. Landry trailed her fingernails up Jade’s thighs and pushed
her skirt upward. She hooked her fingers around the waistband of Jade’s panties
and pulled them down slowly. Jade helped a little by lifting her ass from the
bed. “I’ve never been one to use lines before you.” She discarded the panties
and began a trail of soft kisses from Jade’s feet, rising slowly to her inner
thighs.


“Then how did you get all the girls?” Jade ran her fingers
through Landry’s hair, and her breath caught when Landry blew lightly on the
already swollen lips of her pussy.


“It wasn’t hard.” Landry slid her tongue over Jade’s inner lips.
“Unlike you. You’re as hard as a rock.” She wrapped her lips around her clit
and began to suck, gently flicking it with the end of her tongue.


“And that’s absolutely your
fault,” she whispered.


Landry reached up and pushed Jade’s shirt over her breasts. Jade quickly
unfastened her bra at the front to give Landry unfettered access. She moaned
when Landry pressed her nipple between her thumb and forefinger, and she pushed
her hips from the bed, forcing herself harder into Landry’s mouth. Landry
brought her other hand back and guided it under Jade’s thigh. Her hand rested
on Jade’s stomach, and she continued to suck and flick at Jade’s clit while she
squeezed her nipple firmly.


Jade entwined her hand in Landry’s hair and pressed her down
harder. She caught hold of Landry’s hand and directed it down. “Make love to
me.”


Landry drew lazy patterns with her fingers as she tracked
downward. She pressed two fingers slowly inside Jade and smiled as Jade cried
out. Jade pushed her body down onto Landry’s hand and writhed under her mouth.
She tightened her grip on Landry’s hair.


“You’re amazing, baby.”


So are you.
Landry thrust harder and quickened the tempo of her tongue. Jade’s groans grew
louder, and she bucked wildly, making it hard for Landry to maintain contact.
She felt the beat of Jade’s pussy quicken, and her grinding became more
insistent and rhythmic. As she was about to come, Landry pinched Jade’s nipple
hard and plunged deep inside her. Jade cried out and thrashed underneath her.
Landry rode it out and steadied her pace before forcing herself in harder and
deeper, again. I want
more. Jade cursed, but it only made Landry fuck her faster, just the
way she’d come to know she loved. Landry pressed Jade down to the bed with her
other hand, and Jade whispered more encouraging expletives that Landry could
barely hear. She slipped a third finger inside, and Jade let out a guttural cry
of pleasure. Jade pumped her hips to meet Landry’s thrusts, and Landry lost
herself. Their bodies glided together as Jade approached her climax. Landry
felt Jade’s fingernails dig deep into her back, and as Jade came, she dragged
them painfully across Landry’s shoulders. Her own cry was muffled as she licked
and sucked at the juices that trickled around her fingers. Jade fell back to
the bed.


“Promise me you’ll always fuck me like that.” She was
satisfyingly breathless.


“I promise.” Landry wasn’t one for making promises she couldn’t
keep, but right now, she believed she could keep this one. Jade cried out as
Landry slowly pulled out. She kissed Jade’s stomach and crawled up the bed to
lie beside her.


“No rest for you,” Jade said and pushed Landry away. “Take your
clothes off.”


Landry smiled and climbed from the bed. “I don’t do striptease.”


“You’ll do anything I want, won’t you?”


Jade grinned, and Landry knew she couldn’t resist. “Apparently.”
She took the hem of her shirt and began to pull it off.


“Slowly. I want to enjoy every inch.”


Landry felt a little silly, but she did it anyway and enjoyed the
approving sounds Jade made as she took it off and tossed it aside.


“Your breasts are perfect.”


Landry felt herself blush. “Not too small for you?”


Jade shook her head. “Perfect. Take off your jeans.”


“You’re bossy today.” But
I kinda like it.


“What’s wrong? Don’t you like being out of control?”


“It’s an unfamiliar place for me.”


Jade hitched up on the bed and propped herself up on the pillows
to get a better view. “Think you can get used to it?” She waved her hand to
prompt Landry to continue.


Landry unbuckled her belt slowly and unfastened the button and
zip of her jeans. “I suppose I’ll give it a go.” She pulled off her jeans and
stood in her Tomboy shorts. Jade looked at Landry like she was her next meal.
“I feel objectified.”


“Tell me you don’t love it.”


Landry acquiesced to Jade’s inference with a tilt of her head.
“It’s nice to be appreciated since I put so much effort into it.”


“I don’t just appreciate your body. I adore it.” Jade clambered
off the bed, pushed Landry onto it, and climbed on top of her. “I love every
bump and rise of your abs.” She ran her fingers over Landry’s stomach before
doing the same with her tongue. She pressed her palm over Landry’s chest. “I
love your hard, muscled chest.” She tweaked one of Landry’s nipples hard. “And
I love your small breasts.”


Landry stretched beneath Jade and put her hands behind her head
so she could enjoy her own view of Jade’s body. As if reading Landry’s mind,
Jade quickly shed her own shirt and open bra. “I wish my mind could capture how
sexy you are, so I can remember you like a breathing photograph when I’m
alone.”


Jade’s fingers followed the contours of Landry’s shoulders and
biceps to the crook of her arms. She traced her fingernails along the veins in
Landry’s forearms before entwining her fingers with Landry’s. She craned her
neck to meet Jade’s lips, but Jade stopped just out of reach and smiled
wickedly.


“Tell me how much you need me.”


“I need you more than my lungs need oxygen.”


“Nice.” Jade licked her lips, and Landry tried again to kiss her,
but she pulled back.


“Tease.” Landry didn’t care. She was just glad to be under Jade,
around her, inside her. They hadn’t resolved how their military-style
relationship might work with Landry being away for months at a time, but they
had committed to giving it a try. The wives and husbands of thousands of
soldiers managed it the world over. And although her missions were dangerous,
Jade could take comfort in knowing Landry’s mom could fix any injury she came
back with.


“You’re too used to getting what you want whenever you want it.”


“And you’re going to teach me how to wait?” Landry closed her
eyes briefly and enjoyed the soft throbbing in her shorts.


“Delayed gratification, my sweet stud. You’ll enjoy it so much
more if you have to work for it.”


“And I won’t get bored?”


“Not now that you know how spectacular I can make you feel.”


Landry bit her lip. Jade was
an exceptional lover. Landry had always been a giver, but Jade’s touch made her
desperate to be sucked and fucked.


Jade scooted down Landry’s body, and she missed the warmth of her
sex immediately. Jade lowered her head to Landry’s chest and took her nipple in
her mouth. She moved between flicking it with her tongue and gently biting it,
and Landry took long, deep breaths as her pleasure rose. Jade looked up, and
Landry couldn’t help but smile. She was stunning, in every way, and she was
Landry’s. For now.
Landry hustled the unwanted, intrusive thought back to wherever it came from
and hoped Jade hadn’t seen it.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing, other than the fact you’re not sucking me off yet,”
Landry replied, trying hard to be casual and stay in the moment.


Jade narrowed her eyes and looked unconvinced. “No lies, baby.”


“Honestly. Nothing’s wrong other than I haven’t exploded in your
mouth.”


“You’re dirty.”


“You love it.”


“I love you.”


Landry sat up and pulled Jade close so their breasts touched. She
had an unfamiliar desire to ask if Jade would love her forever, but she had no
real clue what forever meant. Right now. Right here. This was the normal she’d
been searching for, but it felt anything but normal or average. She recalled
the quote of a kick-ass female comic book character: “Normal is a setting on a
washing machine.” Extraordinary,
then. “You’re my world.”


Jade smiled and kissed her tenderly. “I don’t need to be your
world, baby. I just need to be your love.” She pushed Landry back to the bed.
“But let’s see if I can rock your world.”


Landry grinned. “You always do.” She closed her eyes and enjoyed
Jade’s hands on her body as she pulled off her shorts. Landry felt Jade’s
fingers return to her thighs before she teased over her wet opening and pushed
maybe three fingers in. The force took Landry’s breath, but she was quick to
relax. Jade’s other hand gripped Landry’s breast, and she squeezed it hard.
Jade fucked Landry hard and deep but kept a rhythm that built Landry’s orgasm
almost painfully slowly. Landry raised her hips to meet Jade’s tempo and let
herself go. The uncertainty of the past two weeks and the doubts about the
permanence of their relationship, all faded away as Landry plummeted over the
precipice and into the full release of her climax. Landry could feel her own
pulse vibrating softly all over her body as Jade lay beside her. She stroked
small circles on Jade’s back, loving the feel of her soft skin beneath her
fingers.


“I’ll miss you.”


Jade’s words were so quiet, they were almost lost in the silence
of the room. “They say absence makes the heart grow fonder.” It was a flippant
response, but the weight of the moment was almost overwhelming. “I’ll always
come back to you. Always.”


Jade pressed her lips to Landry’s chest. “You better. Or I’ll
hunt you down and pull you back from the afterlife.”


Landry grinned and kissed the top of Jade’s head. “I promise.” And I’ll do whatever it takes to
keep it.


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 


June 4, 2076—Pulsus Island


 


Pamela Diaz, Director of Mission Operations, strolled into the
briefing room with the latent urgency of an anesthetized sloth. It was a stark
contrast to Delaney’s feelings about the mission. She was desperate to get
started and had spent the last seven days firming up the plan with Simson and
Kondo. They’d dropped a small fortune in Rik’s Place on a few cases of the
Jefferson bourbon and then holed up at Delaney’s place in Delores Heights to
figure everything out.


Kondo’s role was pivotal, especially if Landry and Perry proved
to be a problem. Given that they came back in weight order, Landry would be
second through the time circle after Muniz, and she’d have moments to initiate
an emergency shutdown, effectively disintegrating their very existence. Kondo had
said that Jenkin would be in the jump room to receive Muniz. She wanted to be
the first person he spoke to on his arrival, because she’d be a familiar face.
That would give Kondo the perfect opportunity to grab Landry as soon as she
released her cosmic string and stop her from fucking anything up. If Landry
came back post-Simson treatment, she wouldn’t be in great shape. She’d also be
bound and gagged to make it obvious to Kondo what he needed to do.


Delaney glanced at Landry. She was looking amazing and had
obviously used some of her vacation time at Rogue Gym. She’d packed the muscle
back on that she’d lost at Ravensbrück, her hair had been recently cut and
colored, and she had that unmistakable “just fucked” glow about her that could
only mean she and Jade were working out too. Simson cleared her throat, and
Delaney realized she was staring. Landry looked up from her phone and smiled.


She moved on to study Perry. He’d been with Pulsus a little over
a year, and he’d made a good account of himself on each of his previous
missions. Simson had trained him, and he’d come top of his class in everything
from navigation to combat. He was six foot three, around two hundred and fifty
pounds, and uglier than the mutated offspring of a Chinese crested dog and a Sphynx
cat. If he didn’t fall in line, they’d be quick to remove him before he could
cause any problems. Right now, Delaney didn’t have enough information to trust
him, so they’d made no approach pre-mission.


Diaz placed her case on the front table and pulled out their
briefing folders. She passed them out individually, and Delaney didn’t miss how
she lingered a little too long with Landry.


“Our target is Lyman Muniz, a biophysicist who was well on his
way to discovering how to harness non-nuclear fusion techniques that would have
revolutionized the availability of power all over the world. He was working
remotely for Jenkin before he disappeared. At first, it was believed he might
have been assassinated by covert agents working within the fossil fuel industry.
However, one year ago, Diane Kelly, one of America’s leading female serial
killers, made a prison death-bed confession. She named Muniz as one of her
victims. It was the break we needed to begin putting this mission together.”


Diaz retreated to her desk and leaned against it. She pushed her
breasts out and directed her body toward Landry. Delaney tutted and shook her
head.


Simson obviously caught what was happening and laughed. “Christ,
is no one immune?”


“You
are.” Delaney snickered, and Landry looked completely unaware of Diaz’s
attempts to garner her attention. Perry simply stared, unabashed, at the
director’s shapely legs. So
that might be the way to control you.


“Immune to what, Simson?” Diaz asked, arching her eyebrow in an
attempt to look serious after being caught.


Simson grinned and shook her head. “Nothing, Director.”


“Kelly moved around the US for three decades from the mid-forties
plying her gruesome trade, and she used a number of aliases. She was always
careful to use particularly common names so she wouldn’t stand out. There’s no
certainty that Diane Kelly was her real name or whether it was simply another
manufactured designation. There’s a list of her known aliases in your folder:
Nelida Staton, Brenda Taylor, you’ll see them all.”


“What do
we know for certain?” Landry asked.


“Very little. We only know the approximate date he disappeared
because he sent a letter to Jenkin from Chicago. They never found his body, and
Kelly wouldn’t tell the authorities anything other than she kept him alive for seven
days. She was proud of that, apparently.”


“I’m not seeing why this is complicated. I’m assuming you’re
going to give us some ridiculous reason why we can’t extract him a month before
he went missing.” Despite the prodding question, Delaney was secretly pleased
they were going back to the time he was abducted. It gave them a chance to kill
Kelly at the same time and accomplish two missions for the price of one. It’d
be the start of a brave new Pulsus and a new organizational ethos.


“I’m afraid so. Muniz was a ghost. He was extremely paranoid so
he moved from place to place, concerned that someone was trying to kill him and
quash his research. He regularly communicated with Jenkin by mail, and through
a code the two of them had created, because he didn’t trust email. The previous
letter Jenkin received was at the end of June, and he indicated that he was
heading to Chicago. He thought something there held a piece of the puzzle. The
final letter told Jenkin he was pretty sure he’d solved the energy crisis. It
was postmarked on the Fourth of July, but that’s the last anyone heard of him.”


“Why didn’t someone just pick up where he left off?” Simson
asked.


Diaz shook her head. “Muniz was a genius. There are minds that
are one in a generation, like Jenkin and Elena Donovan.” Diaz flashed her best
smile at Landry. “But geniuses can also be kind of insane. He kept all his
notes on a USB stick around his neck. He didn’t trust the security of the cloud
or the privacy of hard drives. He always carried it with him, so it’s assumed
it was on him when Kelly abducted him because it was never found.”


“So when do we hit the ground in the Windy City?” Landry asked.


“The first of July. His penultimate letter was postmarked in
Minnesota, but we can’t waste time trying to track him there. You have four
days in Chicago to find him. You can intercept him as soon as he’s sent the
letter to Jenkin. Not before, otherwise she never receives the letter and
wouldn’t have been able to authorize this mission.” Diaz smiled. “I do love the
way this time travel messes with your head.”


“You wouldn’t like the way the missions mess with your pretty little
head,” Simson said, her words loaded with ill-disguised disdain.


Diaz ignored the comment and continued. “Once you’ve found him,
it’s up to Donovan to convince him to come with you to 2076 to join Jenkin and
Elena and continue his research safely. You can tell him that he was going to
be serial killer fodder if you need to, and you can tell him that Elena is
alive and well in 2076 because of a similar mission, but Jenkin wants to bring
him up to speed on everything else once you’ve brought him back.”


“Chicago is a big city. We’ve got four days to locate him, and
all you’re giving us is a postmark?”


It seemed Simson was playing along. She would know that was more
than enough time for the four of them to locate Muniz. And once they had him,
Simson would have all the time she needed to break Landry, if she didn’t play
nice.


“Jenkin has said that once Muniz was in a main city, he only
walked, and he didn’t like to be out in the open much. He’ll probably be within
a radius of less than a mile from a mail drop box. He liked to have a fast food
joint, a pharmacist, and a convenience store close to him, and—”


“Shit, well, that narrows it down. Every major city has that
triumvirate fivefold on every block.”


Landry sounded irritated, and Delaney was counting on being able
to play on that frustration to convince Landry to join them.


“I’m…you’re…” Diaz paused to regain her composure. “You’re more
than capable of finding him, Donovan. We’ve assembled the best team we have,
and you’re the best extractor that’s ever been. We have every faith in you.”


Simson rolled her eyes at Delaney.


“We’re all going in together?” Landry asked and sounded a little
calmer.


“Yes. This is a pretty straightforward mission. No need for any
deep undercover units. Find Muniz before Kelly does and convince him to come
with you to the future.”


“Simple,” Delaney deadpanned, and Landry laughed.


“Everyone’s fit and ready to go?” Landry looked around the room
and everyone nodded.


“A quick visit to the environmental psych team is all that’s
needed before you jump on the sixth.” Diaz pushed up from the desk and walked
around it, as if to shield herself from any more hostility.


“Thank you, Pamela,” said Landry.


Diaz licked her lips and looked like she might come in her silky
panties. That’s the kind of underwear Delaney expected Diaz to wear. There
would’ve been a time she might have had a shot at finding out, but even if Ilsa
wasn’t in the picture, she knew she couldn’t compete with Landry. Diaz
obviously hadn’t heard that Landry’s heart had finally been tamed by a hot
little baller in the city. Delaney wondered if that was a bargaining chip, but
it was an avenue she didn’t have the resources to explore. Landry was no longer
the perfect recruit for Pulsus or any other covert organization; she’d let
herself feel and become attached to a civilian. That was the kind of thing that
could be used against her. That
might be the kind of thing that could break her. Delaney smiled
inwardly. Another play began to form in Delaney’s mind. A bluff. A precursor
alternative to letting Simson loose. Give
me the PRU, or I give the order to kill your girl. It wasn’t a
promise that would keep Landry’s friendship, but it might keep her safe from
Simson.


Chapter Twenty-four

 

 

 


June 29, 2055—Chicago


 


Nelida had been scouting for her next project unsuccessfully for
three days. In a city like Chicago, she’d been spoilt for choice thus far, but
it seemed as though that might’ve dried up a little. If she didn’t find someone
by the end of next week, she’d consider moving on to the next hunting ground.
She’d enjoy the Fourth of July celebrations first, of course. It was one of the
reasons she’d moved to Chicago. Their Independence Day fireworks were
legendary, and she wanted to watch them over the Navy Pier. The annual festival
was quite the marvel to her. She’d come from a rich heritage and a strong
family history that dated back six centuries, not the meager few hundred years
this country was so proud of. Nevertheless, it was a spectacle she appreciated
and wouldn’t be missing.


Now though, she needed food, and the thought of cooking was less
than appealing. Pizza.
The Americans had appropriated the Italian dish successfully, and Chicagoans
had made it even tastier by creating the deep pan. Perfect. A meat feast to slake her other
preoccupying craving. She took a right on North Michigan Avenue and headed for
Uno Duo Pizzeria. She planned to sit by the window with a couple of slices and
a Coke. Maybe she could forget about her search for half an hour and simply
enjoy being alive, a luxury she loved to deny her projects.


“Oh my…goodness, I’m…so sorry.”


The man stammered through his sentence, and Nelida watched,
amused, as he tried to pull some napkins from their plastic case to dab at the
woman’s blouse. She pushed his shaking hands away and took the towel handed to
her by the guy behind the counter. Meanwhile, the man picked up the fizzing can
of soda and offered it to the irritated woman.


“Watch where you’re going, idiot.” She tossed the towel back over
the counter and accepted a new soda from the pizza guy. “Thanks, Bob.” She
sneered at the fussing man who was still trying to both apologize and clean up
his mess, and left with her slightly crushed pizza box.


“You’ve got a real way with da ladies.” Bob peered over the
counter and looked down at the hapless man as he finally got to his feet, his
hands full of sopping wet napkins. Nelida watched as he carefully placed the
napkins in the trash, cleaned a stool with another batch of napkins, and sat
down slowly. He smiled weakly at Bob and huddled tighter in his lightweight
jacket.


Nelida ordered her pizza and sat beside him, even though there
were ten other free seats. She smiled to herself as he shifted away from her a
little, obviously uncomfortable with the proximity to a stranger. He didn’t
look up or speak.


“People in big cities can be unkind. They never seem to have the
time for simple politeness.”


The man finally looked up and nodded. He looked apologetic and
terribly awkward. Nelida smiled again, this time openly, and the man smiled
back. It was a small smile, nervous and lacking confidence, and it didn’t come
with any words.


“That’s a strange necklace,” she said and pointed to the small
rectangular piece of metal hanging on what looked like a dog tag chain. A veteran? He
immediately clasped his hand over it and shoved it back inside his shirt.
Still, he offered no words. Nelida began to wonder what his scream might sound
like. What would it take
to make you scream? Usually, she chose big men. Confident men. And
it never took that long to make them scream. Would a quiet man be different?
Had fate taken her to this place to discover her new challenge?


“Meat lover pan crust.” Bob slapped the box on the counter, and
Nelida reached for it. As did her new friend.


“Oh…sorry. You take it. I’ll wait…for yours.”


Nelida picked up the pizza box. “That’s very gentlemanly of you.
Thank you.”


He smiled and nodded again, and Nelida felt the spark she’d been
searching for. Yes.
You’re the one.


Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

 


June 6, 2076—Pulsus Island


 


Landry pulled the laces tight on her boots and pushed the legs of
her jeans over them. Styles hadn’t changed too dramatically in the past two
decades, and she was glad to be going on a mission in her own version of a
uniform: jeans, boots, T-shirt, and leather jacket. If she could’ve had a
ceremonial burning of the dress she’d worn at Ravensbrück, she would’ve. She
hadn’t worn a dress since preschool, and even that was forced on her. She
picked up her jacket and looked at her forearm. This was the first mission she
hadn’t removed the tattoo, and it felt strangely comforting. Somehow it managed
to remind her both of her mom and Jade, and she didn’t feel quite as alone as she
usually did pre-mission.


Her phone buzzed beside her, and she saw Jade’s face on the
screen. “Hey, beautiful.”


“Hey, handsome.”


Though she didn’t feel like smiling, she did. “Miss me?”


“Not yet. It’s only been a few hours.” Jade wiggled her eyebrows
and smirked. “Thanks for playing hooky and coming to see me last night.”


Landry sighed as she remembered their late night tryst. She
wasn’t supposed to leave the island so close to the jump. But… “You can be very
persuasive.”


Jade laughed. “Meaning you like it when I beg?”


“You did ask very
nicely.” The mental image of a mischievous Jade on her knees with her hands
clasped together in mock-prayer was an exceptionally pleasant one.


“Then you’ll like what I have in mind when you get back.”


Landry laced her fingers behind her head and stretched. “You make
a soldier want to go AWOL and find out right now.”


“Oh no, baby. You only get your reward after you’ve saved another life.”


“Ah, so that’s how this is going to work?”


“Yep. That’s exactly how this is going to work.”


The light exchange warmed Landry. This mission had her ill at
ease. She wasn’t sure of Jenkin’s motives, and despite Delaney coming clean
without prompt about ordering her mom to complete Jade’s mind wipe, something
still didn’t feel quite right.


“Where’d you go?”


“Sorry, babe. It’s nearly jump time. I’m a little distracted.”
Landry saw Jade pout momentarily before she flopped back into the big sofa
they’d christened last night, and her eyes sparked.


“When are you going back to?”


“Twenty fifty-five. We have to retrieve a scientist before a
serial killer gets her hands on him.”


She sat up and looked interested. “Ooh, a female serial killer.
This shit’s better than the movies.”


The door swung open, and Landry’s mom came in. “Who’re you
talking to or need I ask?” She closed the door behind her and locked it.


“Hey, Mama Donovan!”


Landry’s mom took the phone from her hand. “How are you feeling,
Jade?”


“Like a million dollars, thanks to you. Did you put some bionic
blood in my veins? I feel like I’m jumping, running, and laying up better than
I ever did before the accident.”


Landry’s mom grinned and shook her head. “No, I’m afraid that’s
not what I do. Maybe you’re just playing harder because you realize you nearly
weren’t able to play at all anymore?”


Jade laughed. “Are you a scientist or a shrink?”


“Excuse me.” Landry snatched her phone back from her mom. “If you
don’t mind, I was saying good-bye to my lady.”


“You better be quick. JJ’s looking for you. She wants a word
before you jump.”


Landry took one last long look at Jade. “Baby, I have to go.”


Jade kissed her screen. “You’re my hero.”


“I’m already looking forward to a hero’s welcome home.”


Landry smiled and ended the call. She stood, slipped the phone
into her locker, and sealed it closed. “Are you two sorted yet?”


“We’re talking. Long-term relationships take a lot of work,
Landry. You’ll soon learn that.”


Landry sighed. “What about relationships across time and space?
What do they take?”


“That I don’t know, but I don’t suppose it’ll be a walk in the
park, pumpkin.”


Landry’s mom unlocked the door, pulled it open, and motioned
Landry through it. She stood and slipped on her leather jacket. She could still
smell Jade’s perfume on it. Landry was barely through the door last night
before Jade was climbing on her, desperate to be fucked. Parting is such sweet sorrow.
She passed through the door and followed her mom to the jump room, where Jenkin
was already waiting.


“You’ll jump before everyone else for a change.” Jenkin handed
the pre-programmed PRU to Landry. She watched carefully as Landry slipped it
into her inside pocket and zipped it up. “Keep it safe, Donovan.”


Landry frowned. “I always do.” She thought of the mission in
Cartagena when it had crashed to the desert floor when she was attacked. Maybe not always. “Why
separate jumps when we’re all going to the same time and place?”


“You need to hide the PRU, and as usual, it’s protocol that
you’re the only one that should know its location.”


She nodded. Landry had asked early on how anyone else was
supposed to get home if anything happened to her. The answer was blunt. “It would mean the mission wasn’t
complete. No one comes home without you.” It was just another reason
the extractor headed up the team and was responsible for every single one of
them.


“Where’s our rendezvous point?”


“The Bean.”


“Did you know the artist hated that nickname?”


“No, I didn’t. What are you, the Chicago talking tour guide? How
do you even know that?”


Landry shrugged. “I have no fucking idea.”


Jenkin laughed, and it seemed genuine.


“Well, good to know, anyway.”


Their quick-fire conversation reminded Landry why she’d liked
Jenkin in the first place. She couldn’t imagine the pressure Jenkin was under,
mostly from herself. Landry found it hard enough being responsible for a small
team. She couldn’t even begin to comprehend being responsible for…all of this.


“Jenkin…” Landry paused. Am
I about to apologize?


“Donovan?”


“About Jade…”


Jenkin shook her head. “Let’s not do this now.”


Landry wondered if her mom would tell Jenkin that she hadn’t done
the mind wipe on Jade. Was that the kind of honesty you had to have in a
relationship? Would one fall apart without it? “I’m not going to give you a
hard time. I want to…”


Jenkin raised her eyebrows. “Who are you? And what have you done
with Donovan?”


Landry grinned. “Never mind.”


Jenkin put her hand on Landry’s shoulder. “We all have to make
tough decisions, Donovan. Yours are on missions and revolve around keeping your
team alive; mine are here, and I’m trying to keep this whole thing from falling
apart…from falling into the wrong hands. You’re a pain in my ass, but you’re
the best I’ve got.”


“Wow. I bet that hurt to say.”


“No more than it hurt you to say you were sorry.”


“I didn’t say it.”


Jenkin pulled her hand away. “You didn’t have to.”


The jump room door swung open and clattered against the wall.
Simson, Delaney, and Perry entered.


“Oops,” Simson offered with little conviction when Jenkin glared
at her. “The A-Team reporting for duty, ma’am.”


Jenkin checked her watch. “You’re too early. Donovan’s leaving
first. Your jump’s scheduled in forty-five minutes.”


Landry saw Delaney and Simson exchange a look.


“We’re not going together?” Delaney asked.


“No. You’ll meet at the Bean at ten a.m.”


Jenkin gave no further explanation, and Delaney didn’t ask for
any.


She knew about the extractor and the PRU, but Landry wasn’t sure
why she and Simson might be worried about it. There were very few risks on this
mission that might mean Landry could come to harm. All things considered, it
was easily the most simple and harmless mission they’d ever been sent on.


“I’ll get you home, Delaney. I always do.” Delaney smiled, but
Landry saw there was something like sadness behind her eyes. Is she still hung up on Ilsa? Does
she consider Ilsa her home now?


“I really hope so, Landry. But what the fuck is the Bean?”


Landry laughed. “Haven’t you read your Chicago Rough Planet guide?”


“Sure, most of it.”


“It’s a giant sculpture on Google Plaza.”


“The big mirror thing? I thought that was the Cloud Gate or some
other pretentious shit?”


“That’s the Bean.”


Delaney looked puzzled, then like the penny had dropped, she
said, “A giant fucking coffee bean. I get it.”


“Time to go, Donovan.” Jenkin moved between Landry and Delaney
and jogged down the metal staircase to the jump platform.


“See you soon.” Landry followed Jenkin and didn’t look back. She
tried to ignore the feeling that there was something not quite right with
Delaney. It had to be Ilsa. Landry tried to empathize by thinking about Jade. What if I lost her and I could’ve
done something about it? She laughed at herself. She had been in Delaney’s
position, and she had done
something about it. But
what if I hadn’t? Would it have haunted her for the rest of her
life? Delaney had spent the best part of two years with Ilsa, while Landry was
only just beginning to get to know Jade, and she’d still risked everything for
her. Did Delaney wish she’d done something differently? Did she wonder what
would’ve happened if she tried to bring her home?


“Donovan?”


Jenkin disturbed her internal thoughts, and she brought her mind
into focus. “Sorry. I’m ready.”


“Good luck, Donovan. This is our most important mission since you
saved your mom.”


Landry nodded and turned back to the time circle that was
beginning to form in front of her. A single blue luminescent thread emerged
from the center. Landry took it, and her hand shuddered as the energy coursed
through it and into her body. She took a deep breath and stepped into the
circle. Time for work.


Chapter Twenty-six

 

 

 


July 1, 2055—Chicago


 


“Why were you surprised? The extractor always has to secure the
PRU location without the knowledge of the team.”


“I wasn’t surprised. I was just hoping it might’ve been different
given the nature of this mission.” And
it could’ve meant you wouldn’t have to hurt Landry. “It’s not exactly
high risk compared to everything that’s gone before.” Delaney leaned against
the metal upright of the underpass. They’d trekked from the jump site to a
rough neighborhood east of the rendezvous point. It was time to see what Perry
was made of…other than the vomit he’d projected when they emerged from the time
circle. Delaney found it strange how some time travel vets never got used to
the nausea. She nodded to Simson and motioned for Perry to join them.


“How do you feel about the scope of what we do?”


He was even uglier when he frowned, and his wrinkles deepened
like his face was about to turn inside out.


“What?”


Delaney sighed. She didn’t need him to be a genius, but just the
other side of butt-ass stupid wouldn’t work either. She didn’t have time to be
subtle. “We’re planning a mutiny of sorts.” He looked no less mystified, so she
pushed on. “I don’t like the way Pulsus works. I’ve got a better idea, and I’m
going to take the PRU, go back to the island with the scientist, and take the
whole place over. Where do you stand on that?”


Simson moved behind him, and he looked over his shoulder. “I have
to make a decision right now?”


“Yeah. You do.” Delaney knew Simson would already have her knife
in hand. One quick puncture in the base of his spine, and he wouldn’t regret
his decision for long.


“Where does Donovan stand on it?” Perry asked. He stepped
sideways so he could see Simson in his peripheral vision.


Simson sighed loudly. Her unspoken frustration with Landry’s
importance was even louder. “Make your own decision, Perry.”


Delaney checked her watch, more for show than any interest in the
time. They had less than two hours before the rendezvous with Landry, but they
were already close. They’d need to move to a less public place to ask her the
same question.


“What’s in it for me?”


Your life.
“What do you want?” It would be easier if Perry made the right call, but she
was only prepared to offer so much. The hired guns she and Simson would be
picking up later from the Cagle Gang would be far easier to buy. She only had
so much patience for negotiation and greed.


“A promotion, and a choice of missions. Some of the shit I end up
doing is not what I signed up for.”


Delaney tipped her head at Simson, and she came around to stand
beside Delaney. She was glad they wouldn’t have to kill him. Executing one of
their team didn’t seem like a good place to start her new career at the head of
Pulsus.


“That’s exactly why I’m taking over. We need to do more. I’m sick
of rescuing one little cog when we could just destroy bigger parts of the
machine. Starting with someone like Hitler. You can have your promotion, but I
figure you’ll want to go on all the new missions.”


Perry nodded. “So you have a plan?”


“Of course I do. I’ll tell you what you need to know as we go.”
He might have pledged his allegiance, but until it was tested, Delaney wouldn’t
tell him anything that could jeopardize their scheme. “First, we have to secure
Donovan’s loyalty and get hold of the PRU. She’ll give us orders for today and
a rendezvous place for tonight’s debrief. We’ll follow those orders and begin
our search for Muniz. Tonight, we’ll find out what part Donovan wants to play.”


“What’re the chances she’ll be with you?”


Delaney shrugged. “Fifty-fifty. She’s got plenty of motive to
bring down Jenkin, but I’m not sure she’s got the commitment.”


“We’ll soon find out.” Simson grinned.


“Seems like you want her to take some convincing…”


Simson’s desperation to finally get her chance at Landry was
blatant, and Perry had obviously picked up on it. Maybe he wasn’t as stupid as
he looked.


Simson shrugged. “What can I say? I like a challenge.”


“I hear you just like kicking the shit out of people.”


Simson moved to step up to Perry, but Delaney placed her hand on
her chest and held her back. “Is that going to be a problem?”


Perry laughed. “Hell no. I wouldn’t mind a crack at Donovan
myself. All the shit you hear makes her out to be some kind of superhero.” He
shoved at Simson’s shoulder. “I fucking hate superheroes.”


Delaney felt Simson relax, so she dropped her arm. “Well, that’s
good to hear.”


“But you’ll have to wait in line,” Simson added.


“I don’t mind taking seconds.”


Perry smiled widely and something about it had Delaney gagging.
The thought of Simson hurting Landry was hard enough to consider, but there was
no way she could let Perry touch her. Could
I? As the moment drew closer when Delaney would have to make that
choice, it began to seem impossible. She’d been in love with Landry for the
best part of three years. Can
I let Simson tear her apart? For what? Ambition? Love? Ilsa.


“If there’s any of her left after I break her, you’re welcome to
her.”


Delaney clenched her jaw and closed her eyes briefly. Her vision
was assaulted with images of Landry. Bleeding. Bruised. She’d seen it before.
Would she finally see her broken? There was still Jade. Delaney had thought
about it, and it made perfect sense. Landry would have no idea who Delaney had
recruited for this. Jade was an easy target. Landry must know that. What she
didn’t know was that her best friend was about to betray her if she didn’t make
the right choice. Delaney raised both arms above her head and stretched, trying
to push away her dilemma. Maybe Landry would just say, “Yeah. Of course, I’ll
join you. You’re my number one, Del.”


A light punch in the gut from Simson knocked her out of her
spiraling thoughts.


“Are you all right?”


Delaney shoved Simson away. “Sure.” She checked her watch again.
Decision time was looming large. “Let’s go find this stupid ass Bean.”


Chapter Twenty-seven

 

 

 


Landry waited in line to order her chai latte from the
handsome young barista whose attention had lingered on Landry the moment she
walked through the door. There were no physical clues as to the gender of her
admirer. They wore baggy jeans and a loose top that gave nothing away. Their
hair was cropped short, and a colorful artisan neck scarf covered any
projection of an Adam’s apple that might give them away. Landry smiled back
each time their eyes drifted up and stole a glance at her. They were cute and
reminded Landry of a time not so long ago when she would’ve spent some time
figuring out exactly what was in the baggy jeans that somehow managed to hint
at a very shapely ass. That was a time before Jade and Landry’s commitment to a
relationship that wasn’t just long distance, but through space and time.


“What can I get for you?” The barista’s voice gave her away.


“Iced skinny chai latte, please.”


She nodded. “Can I take your name?”


“Tyler. And yours?” Landry smiled, and the barista blushed.


“No one’s ever asked that before,” she replied as she scrawled
Landry’s false name on the pristine white cup. “It’s Louie.” She passed the cup
to a fellow barista. “That’ll be twelve dollars, please.”


Landry handed her a twenty. “Keep the change, Louie.” Louie
smiled, and she bit her upper lip like she might be stopping herself from
saying something in response. She glanced over her shoulder, and Landry saw the
supervisor raise his eyebrow at Louie. “Thanks,” Landry said and moved to the
end of the counter to wait for her order. Louie continued to glance up at her
at every opportunity, and it reminded Landry of her own youth, when she’d see
impossibly hot dykes she was desperate to hit on but had no idea how to do it.


“Tyler.” The supervisor placed Landry’s drink on the worktop and
smiled. It was a vacant, non-committal smile accompanied with an empty stare
that lacked focus. Landry picked up the cup and headed out, but not before
flashing a knowing smile Louie’s way. It was the kind of smile Landry
fantasized about getting from all those sexy dykes she had no chance with. Jade wouldn’t mind. She
was just making the girl feel good. No harm, no foul.


Landry pulled out her pocket watch as she stepped out of the
air-conditioned coffee shop and into the street. The July heat was already
picking up, and it was only just before ten a.m. She sucked up the cold, sweet
nectar of her chai and crossed the road toward the Bean. The sky was clear
blue, and the sculpture did a remarkable job of reflecting and distorting the
impressive Chicago skyline on its surface. Landry did the tourist thing and
wandered around and beneath it. Hundreds of people swarmed the area; taking
selfies, setting up timed shots on tripods, asking others to take photographs
for them. She looked around for Delaney, Simson, and Perry, but there was no
sign of them yet. She hitched up on one of the short concrete walls facing the cloud gate, took off
her messenger bag and jacket, and waited. The sun felt good on her face and
arms, and it soon warmed through her T-shirt and jeans. She closed her eyes and
visualized Jade standing in front of her in a tank and light, flowy skirt.
Landry pulled her in close and kissed her. She tasted like sunshine
personified.


Someone grabbed her from behind, and Landry was out of her
daydream. She reached back, took hold of a shirt, pulled the attacker over her,
and slammed them onto the ground. Landry was down on her knees to follow up
when she realized it was Simson. She felt a familiar hand on her shoulder.


“Good to see you’re on high alert even with your eyes closed.”


Landry stood and soldier-hugged Delaney. She left Simson to get
herself up. She should know better than to pull shit like that. “Hey, buddy.
Right on time.”


Perry helped Simson up, and Landry didn’t miss the look he gave
her. She couldn’t quite decipher it; she didn’t know him that well, but there
was definitely something.


“What the fuck, Donovan?” Simson brushed imaginary dirt from her
jacket and jeans.


“It wasn’t your brightest idea to say hi from behind, now was
it?” She saw Perry smirk, but he quickly tried to hide it. Simson glared at her
with obvious contempt.


“You’ve stashed the PRU?” Delaney asked.


“Of course. Are you worried something’s going to happen to me?”
Something really didn’t feel right. There was a nervous energy about Delaney,
and she’d never asked about the PRU on previous missions.


Delaney laughed. “Even when shit does happen to you, you bounce
right back. I’m not worried.”


Delaney said the right words, but they didn’t quite ring true.
She caught Perry’s look again. It seemed more urgent, and this time, Landry got
the definite idea he wanted to talk to her away from the others.


“Good to hear. Did you pick up some tourist mags?”


“Sure did.”


Delaney dropped the papers beside Landry’s drink. They were
folded over on the hotels map section, and Landry saw a few names circled
within a ten-block radius of each other. She sat back on the wall and pulled
the burner cell she’d purchased at Walgreens from her jacket pocket. “Time to
make some reservations.”


Landry took the next fifteen minutes to make each of them
separate bookings at four hotels in the Loop. They covered a central
sixteen-block zone, and the team would fan out to work their own ten-block
square over the next few days. They all had Muniz’s photograph that Jenkin had
given them and false FBI badges and IDs. Armed with those things, Landry was
sure they’d find him by the end of the second day. His paranoia would be the
stumbling block. Convincing him that Jenkin had sent them from the future would
be harder than locating him in the first place. Landry would have to earn his
trust, or there’d be no way he’d follow her to the Indiana Dunes State Park. It
was something she’d have to do alone, because the other three would surely
scare him off.


“Okay, we’re good.” Landry tore off the scribbled hotel
addresses, folded them over, and handed them to her team. As per Pulsus
protocol, only Landry would know where each operative was staying. It was a
precaution in case any operatives were caught—the less they knew, the less they
could tell if they were captured. Landry pointed to the Bean. “This is our
rendezvous point if anything goes wrong. If there’s a problem, you come back
here and wait. But this is a straightforward mission, so I’m not expecting any
bumps.” She glanced at Perry, and his eyes were trying to tell her something
different. “These are already set up with everyone’s number plugged in.” She
opened her bag and gave them each a burner cell. “They’re on six-G so we can
always see where the rest of the team is. Given the architecture and
skyscrapers in the Loop, the accuracy will probably be within two hundred
yards. Check in every two hours, on the hour, with an update.” She folded her
bag closed. “Anybody spots our guy, you send your location and call me
immediately. Under no circumstances do you engage with the target. If we spook
him, he could disappear, and we’ll be fucked.”


“What if we spot Kelly?” Delaney asked.


“You’ve got the best photo-fit the geeks could manage based on
her justice jacket, but we can’t be sure what she looks like. And she’s not the
mission. Do not
engage even if she’s talking to Muniz. She’s not a threat until the Fourth of
July, so we don’t have to worry about her. We should have Muniz found and back
to 2076 before she even gets a sniff of him.”


“We only meet up if we find him? We’re staying solo?”


Perry tossed his phone from palm to palm as he spoke. Landry was
glad she’d sprung for the Armorbox protection. “During the day, yeah. But we’ll
meet for debrief every night at ten at Mister Brown’s on the corner of East
Wacker and North Colombus. Jenkin said Muniz didn’t usually go out in the dark,
so there should be no sign of him on the streets after eight thirty.”


Simson snorted. “Christ, I know geeks are wimps, but this guy
sounds like he’s scared of everything. He’s going to run like a frightened
mouse when we make contact.”


“You’re right. He’d run a mile from you, which is why I’ll be the
one making contact.”


Delaney laughed. “We’re all too ugly, Sims.”


Simson shook her head. “I didn’t realize this was a beauty
competition. I thought we were just here to save the guy’s life.”


Delaney shoved her away. “He’ll need to feel safe, not
threatened. You’re a hammer, Sims. The clue’s in her title: Landry’s the extractor.”


Simson shrugged. “Sorry. I keep forgetting my place.”


Landry didn’t like her tone. She stood and faced Simson. “Do we
have a problem, Simson?”


Simson grinned and took a step back. “Of course not. This mission
is for baby-sitters. I like more action. That’s all.”


“Then maybe you should’ve let Jenkin know that, and she could’ve
chosen someone with a more suitable temperament.” Simson might have stepped
back physically, but Landry still felt the challenge. She’d also noticed Perry
stiffen and prepare for action. From his positioning, he looked like he was focusing
on taking down Delaney. What
the fuck is going on?


Chapter
Twenty-eight

 

 

 


Delaney sat alone on the concrete steps in front of the
Cancer Survivors Garden pavilion. They had everything they needed to find
Muniz. All Delaney needed now was her new team and Landry’s buy-in. The day was
set, and Landry had given each of the team their zones to work. Delaney and
Simson would use the next ten hours to travel to Boystown, pick up some
transport, and hire their mercenaries. Perry would start the search for Muniz.
Delaney would wait until the debrief to finally ask Landry the billion-dollar
question. No matter how it played out or what it took to take Landry down if
she wouldn’t cooperate, their FBI badges would negate the need for anyone to
call the cops.


Delaney pulled out her phone, switched it off, and ejected the
SIM card. She slipped it into the card reader and pressed read. It took a few
seconds before the screen displayed as connected, and Delaney touched the crack
icon. She saved the DAT file and switched the SIM out with a fresh one, cloned
the card, and inserted it back into the phone Landry had issued. She slipped
the original SIM into an identical phone and placed it in her bag just as she
heard the screeching rubber of a bicycle coming to a halt at the base of the
steps.


“Delivery for Daley?” The cyclist held up the brown bag in the
direction of Delaney.


“That’s me.” She motioned for the delivery girl to come up to
her. When she tilted her head, Delaney added, “It’ll be worth it.”


She saw the girl frown, but she leaned her bike against the
railing and jogged up the steps.


“Take a seat. I’ve got an offer for you.”


“Hey, I’m not sure what you’ve heard about other delivery
companies, but we don’t offer any extras.”


Delaney smiled and pulled a rolled-up bunch of notes from her
pocket. “This is an easy extra.” Delaney could see the hesitation in the girl.
She looked back down at her bike and then back to Delaney. She placed the food
bag on the step beside Delaney and sat down on a step above her, so they were
about the same level.


“What’s your name?”


“Gina.”


“Can you show me the area you usually cover, Gina?” Delaney
offered her a Chicago tourist map.


Gina frowned and then traced her finger around an area which
included most of the ten blocks Delaney was supposed to be covering. “Why?”


Delaney picked up the phone Landry had given her. “I need you to
carry this phone around with you on your deliveries until ten tonight.”


“I finish at seven.”


Delaney placed the phone back on her bag and counted out two
thousand in fifty-dollar bills. She picked the phone up, rolled the notes
around it, and held it out for Gina to take. “Maybe you could just ride around
for an extra three hours?”


Gina took the package and turned the phone over in her hand.
“It’s just a regular phone?” It was as much a statement as it was a question.


“Yeah.”


“And all I have to do is ride around doing my deliveries as usual
and then cover the same area until ten?”


She was suspicious, and Delaney could understand why. It was a
lot of money to do very little. “Yeah. I’m supposed to be doing a job for my
boss, but I’ve got other plans. She sometimes keeps an eye on my location
through my phone, so I need her to see me in the right area if she checks it.”


“And you’re not some crazy terrorist?”


Delaney laughed. “I don’t think a crazy terrorist would admit to
being one if asked, but no, I’m not a crazy terrorist.” She pulled out her
wallet and flopped it open so Gina could see her FBI badge and ID. “Far from
it. I have to follow a lead my boss thinks is a dead end.”


Gina visibly relaxed. “What do you want me to do with the phone
at ten?”


“Drop it back to me at Mister Brown’s. Do you know it?”


“Yeah. It’s a bit of a dive for a city bar, though. I wouldn’t
feel safe leaving my bike outside.”


“I’ll meet you outside. Be there exactly three minutes before
ten, and I’ll give you another thousand for your trouble.”


Gina raised her eyebrows. It was clear she couldn’t believe her
luck with this delivery.


“I’ll keep an eye on your phone with mine.” Delaney tapped her
jacket pocket. “So make sure you’re constantly moving. Deal?” She held out her
hand. Gina took it and shook firmly.


“Deal.”


Delaney pulled another fifty from her wallet. “That’s for the
food. Keep the change.” Gina took it and began to stand, but Delaney put her
hand on Gina’s forearm. “Keep the phone safe.”


Gina nodded and zipped the phone into her breast pocket. She
stuffed the two thousand dollars into her back pocket and the fifty in a wrist
wallet. “I won’t let you down, ma’am.”


Ma’am? When
did I get fucking old enough to be called “ma’am”? She released her
grip on Gina’s arm and let her rise. “I’ll see you tonight.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Gina jogged down the steps back to her bike and
saluted before she rode off.


Delaney chuckled at her enthusiasm to help the FBI. Their badges
were freely available on the Internet and an ID was easily faked. Gina had no
idea who she was really assisting. Delaney opened the brown paper bag and
pulled out one of the hot meatball subs inside. She was halfway through it when
Simson came along the sidewalk and called out. She was carrying a similar paper
bag.


“Phone cloned and sorted?” Delaney asked.


Simson sat beside her. “Yeah. It’s funny how some people are so
eager to help out law enforcement. My guy would’ve done it without the two
grand. What did you get?” Simson poked at Delaney’s lunch.


“Hot meatballs. There’s one for you.”


Simson dropped her own bag on the step. “I got you black angus
steak and a Coke.” She took out a can, opened it, and offered it to Delaney.


“Perfect.” Delaney took a big drink.


Simson tore off a chunk of Delaney’s second sub. “How are we
getting to Boystown?”


“I figured we’d pull a couple of bikes from the racks and ride up
the Lakefront Trail, dump the bikes at the harbor, and walk over to the
WoodBack Bar.”


“I have to ask, ’cause I’ve been looking since pre-jump, and I
can’t figure it out—where are you hiding the rest of the cash?”


Delaney smiled and pointed to her jacket. “It’s in the lining.”


“Impressive. Where’d you learn to sew?”


“Take a closer look. It’s a botch job. Some of it’s held in with
duct tape.” Delaney uncurled her jacket to reveal brown tape on the armpit
seams. She picked it open, pushed her fingers inside, and pulled out a strap of
fifty thousand dollars. She stuffed it inside her messenger bag and repeated
the procedure for another four straps, before sealing the tape again.


They finished their lunch, and Delaney was glad of the temporary
silence. She crunched her Coke can, put it in the paper bag, and tossed it in
Simson’s lap. Delaney opened her bag and slipped the card reader into its front
pocket before she pressed the straps closed and stood.


“Time to recruit some muscle.”


Chapter Twenty-nine

 

 

 


Landry watched Delaney, Simson, and Perry head off in
different directions before she dumped her empty cup in the trash and strapped
her bag across her body. She folded her jacket over her bag and turned right
onto North Michigan Avenue toward her ten-block section of the search area. Her
first stops would be the fast food chains. Jenkin said Muniz had eclectic
tastes, so they couldn’t narrow it down to a single food type like burgers or
Thai food. Landry would have to cover them at different times of the day to
account for staff changeovers, and her zone contained almost seventy places for
a quick eat.


Her thoughts drifted to Jade. She wondered if Jade had seen the
Bean sculpture or if her visits to Chicago were limited to basketball arenas. What are you doing right now?
Landry shook her head. Jade wouldn’t be doing much of anything—she’d be at school.
It had only been five hours since she’d seen Jade on screen, and only eleven
hours since she’d held Jade tight as she screamed out her orgasm. And yet,
Landry’s mind, which should be entirely focused on the mission, was still
filled with thoughts of Jade’s smell, the softness of her skin, and the
tautness of her athletic body.


Landry had clarity when she met with the rest of the team. It
wasn’t like Jade was the only thing she could think about. “This is the first
flushes of a new relationship,” her mom had said. It would calm down. It
wouldn’t keep her from doing her job…unless someone used Jade against her some
way, but she couldn’t see that being possible. Jenkin had ordered Jade’s mind
wipe. Thankfully, her mom hadn’t carried it out, but it was easy to argue that
Jenkin had done what she thought was the right thing. She hadn’t done it to
hurt Landry.


If anything did
happen to Landry, could she count on Delaney to make sure Jade was okay? Landry
didn’t know who she’d prefer to give Jade the news that Landry was never coming
home, Delaney or her mom. Delaney had been a dick to Jade early on, but Landry
was sure she’d gotten over her infatuation. She could count on the girls to
look after her too. Jade and Lizbeth had struck up a solid friendship in a remarkably
fast time.


Landry pushed the morbid thoughts away when she saw the familiar
fat-bellied Buddha logo on the shopfront she was approaching. She needed a few
T-shirts and an extra pair of jeans, and she’d brought some of her own cash
along with the Pulsus bankroll for the mission. Landry pushed the door open,
and she saw the greeter’s smile widen as he examined her current outfit and saw
she was already wearing their brand. It was an indication she could afford
their clothes and wasn’t just another tourist unfolding their merchandise with
zero intention of purchasing it. She quickly scanned the vast array of styles
and colors in the wall mounted boxes, selected a black pair of jeans and three
V-neck shirts, and took them to the counter.


The cashier looked surprised when Landry paid in cash and
promptly folded her new clothes into a branded duffel bag. As the greeter
opened the door for her to leave, her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she
pulled it out. Perry.


Mission
compromised. Need to talk.


Landry frowned. Surely nothing could have gone wrong already. She
scrolled through the few contacts and pressed to call him.


“Donovan?”


Perry answered her call with what seemed like a ridiculous
question. “Of course it’s me. What’s the problem?”


“Are you alone?”


“Yes. What’s the problem?” She repeated the question with a
little more irritation.


“Delaney and Simson are the problem. They’ve gone off the
reservation.”


Landry strapped her new bag across her shoulder and leaned
against the shop wall. Perry’s breathing sounded uneven. “You’re out of breath.
Have you been running? Is someone chasing you?”


“Yeah. When I left the Park, I ran for a mile straight to make
sure I wasn’t being followed.”


Landry shook her head. What
the fuck is this? “Slow down. You’re not making any sense. Tell me
who you think is following you.” Castillo had personally brought Landry the
psychological reports on the team, and she’d checked them thoroughly. She’d
wanted to make sure there was no red flags with any of them, particularly with
Delaney. Surely they hadn’t missed something on Perry’s report?


“Delaney and Simson.”


“Wait one minute while I check something.” Landry switched apps
to the GPS tracker. It showed both Delaney and Simson already in their zones.
She went back to the call. “They’re both where they should be. Why the hell do
you think they’d be following you?”


“As soon as I recovered from the jump, Delaney asked me to join
her little rebellion. I played along, because I think they would’ve killed me
right under the bridge if I hadn’t.”


Rebellion?
“What do they want?”


“The PRU. You. She wants the whole organization.”


Delaney had
asked about the PRU. No
way. This is crazy. “For what purpose?”


“Delaney thinks our missions aren’t big enough. Like your last
one: she thinks you should’ve killed Hitler instead of just rescuing the
doctor. Delaney wants you to join them, but Simson is hoping you say no so she
can tear you apart. That bitch is psychotic. I have no idea how she ever passes
the clinical tests.”


Landry slid down the wall into a crouching position. The sounds
of the city deadened as the pulse in her head grew louder. Shards of previous
conversations with Delaney pierced her confusion and drew blood in her faith in
their friendship.


“Donovan? Are you still there?”


“Yeah. I’m here. The mission doesn’t change. Cover your zone and
meet me at Mister Brown’s just before ten. Be ready for anything.”


“I will.”


He sounded confident. Landry wasn’t sure she could take her own
orders. “And, Perry?”


“Yeah?”


“You did great. I’ll make sure Jenkin knows what you’ve risked to
bring this to my attention.”


“Anything for the team…the real team, sir.”


“You’re a good soldier, Perry.” Landry ended the call, opened the
GPS locator, and saw Delaney’s and Simson’s circles moving around their zones.
At least they were planning to complete the mission, even if they were also
planning a hostile takeover. This was the first time Landry had ever wished she
could access a backup team, but that was always one of the risks of time travel
missions. The team they sent was entrusted to complete the operation in the
face of any external obstacles. They’d never even considered that the threat
could come from inside the team itself. How
deep does this already run? How many people had Delaney and Simson
already recruited? Did she have a team on the island, and was the coup already
in progress? Landry didn’t have the answers…but she would. Tonight. Right now,
she had to concentrate on her own sector. The mission was the priority. Muniz
had to be found, and it was imperative that either she or Perry were the ones
to find him.


She’d neutralize Delaney’s threat later. Simson was out of
control, and Landry suspected that she was the core of all this. Contain her
and she could talk Delaney down. Jade.
Was she safe? Landry had no idea. She had no idea what this version of Delaney
was capable of. Landry had nearly lost Jade once, and she swore she wouldn’t
risk losing her again. But being with Landry, and the two of them choosing to
try to make their relationship work had potentially put Jade in danger. It
wasn’t under their control, and Landry hated
being out of control.


Chapter Thirty

 

 

 


Delaney and Simson locked up their bikes by the park tennis
courts. They’d managed the six-plus mile trek in less than twenty minutes, with
Delaney pushing Simson all the way.


“I need to clean up.” Delaney ducked into the public bathrooms to
freshen up, saw the sweat around the neck and pits of her shirt, and wished
she’d stopped to get new clothes. Delaney had no doubt Landry would’ve already
completed that task. She always looked so fucking hot in her sex-God uniform of
ass-hugging jeans, chunky leather belt, and tight V-neck shirt half tucked in
on one side. Simson lumbered in and cleaned up. Delaney wondered why they’d
ever been fuck buddies. She
filled a need. But it was a need that seemed quite happily buried
since Ilsa.


“There’s a car lot on West Addison near Wrigley field. Are we
getting wheels first?” Simson dried her face and neck with a paper towel and
dunked it in the basket.


“No. We’ll hire our team first. They might have the inside on a
better deal. I know we’re not going to be short on money, but I still don’t
like wasting it.”


“What’re you after, a truck?”


They left the bathrooms and crossed to West Waveland. “No, we
need a van with no panels. And we need a base. Somewhere desolate and isolated,
but I figure the Cagles will be able to sort that out for the cash we’re laying
with them.” Delaney spotted a boutique store and motioned Simson to go in.
“Guess there’ll be no T.J. Maxx in this neighborhood.”


Simson shook her head when she pulled out a shirt. “Looks like
you are going
to have to part with more cash than you want to.”


The women’s section was full of clothes for size zero, impossibly
skinny women with thighs smaller than Delaney’s forearms. They skipped straight
to the men’s section and pulled some key items from the racks and shelves. They
bought enough to last five days, though Delaney hoped they’d be done sooner.
She expected either Landry or Perry to have leads on Muniz by tonight. Their
zones were littered with the triumvirate of conveniences Muniz liked to be
around, whereas their areas were less so. The sooner they found him, the
better. If Landry made the wrong decision tonight, she’d be out of the hunt,
making locating Muniz harder. Her new team would have to keep her secure while
she, Simson, and Perry continued the search.


Fuck. This
shit’s complicated. What’s it going to be like running the whole organization? She
was beginning to understand why she’d never made the jump to extractor. Too
much to think about. Too many things to balance. Delaney chose a backpack and
instructed the cashier to remove all the tags and pack their new clothes
inside. He did as she asked, Delaney paid in cash, and Simson picked up the
bag.


She lit a cigarette and handed it to Delaney before lighting one
of her own. “I got a pack of smokes for less than the price of one cigarette
back home.”


Delaney nodded but didn’t reply. She was too busy trying not to
think of the worst-case scenario this evening. They took a left on North
Halstead, and the WoodBack Bar sat just across the road. “I’ll do all the
talking. You stand there and look…hard.”


Simson grinned. “That I can do.”


They entered and, predictably, everyone turned to check them out.
Not in the “check out the fresh meat” kind of way, but more in the “music
falters and the pool balls stop rolling” kind of way. Delaney didn’t make eye
contact with anyone other than the barkeep. “A bottle of Ezra Brooks and two
glasses.”


Delaney dropped a five-hundred-dollar bill onto the bar, perched
on a stool, and tapped her cigarette into an ashtray. She noted the
surreptitious look toward the group of patrons in what looked like the VIP
area, and he gave away the people they needed to approach. One of them nodded,
so he pulled the bourbon from the shelf, opened it, and placed it in front of
Delaney. He didn’t slam it down, but he didn’t rest it down easy. It made it
clear they weren’t all that welcome.


“And another bottle for the important table.”


The barkeep raised an eyebrow and looked vaguely impressed.


“Sure thing.”


He took the other bottle to the table. Delaney watched through
the mirror-backed wall as he leaned into the whispered words of the one who’d
nodded her assent to serve Delaney the first bottle.


He approached her from behind and cleared his throat. “Perhaps
you’d like to join Ms. Calvin and her associates for a drink?”


Delaney nodded. “I definitely would like that.” Delaney slipped
from her stool, and Simson moved to follow, but he stepped in front of Delaney.


“I’m afraid it’s just you that received an invite, Ms. …?”


Delaney smiled, patted Simson on the shoulder, and motioned for
her to retake her seat. “Call me Daley. No title required.”


“Okay. Follow me.”


Delaney glanced at Simson. As per the code they’d agreed, she ran
her right hand through her hair to indicate for Simson to be on her guard but
not to do anything rash.


“Ms. Calvin, this is Daley.”


She held out her hand, and Delaney shook it firmly. Ms. Calvin
was a demure-looking, middle-aged woman in an expensive suit. She wouldn’t have
been out of place at the stock market. The associates gathered around were
similarly dressed, indicating this was obviously an upmarket operation.


“Please, sit.”


Delaney did as instructed and placed her bag beside her on the
floor. “Can I pour you all a drink?”


“Of course. You have excellent taste.”


Delaney opened the bottle, poured two fingers in each of the ten
glasses, and then raised her own glass. “To new business.” Delaney knocked the
spicy liquid back and tongued an escaping droplet from her lip, enjoying the
warm, smooth finish as it hit the back of her throat.


Calvin smiled but didn’t raise her glass. “That’s a little
premature, Daley, wouldn’t you say? You’ve walked in here, flashed some cash,
and sat down for a drink. I have no idea who you are, why you’re here, or what
business you might have.”


“I apologize, Ms. Calvin. I’m just eager to get moving. I have a
small window of opportunity and a lot to organize.”


“Let’s start with the basics.” She nodded to someone out of
Delaney’s vision. “If you’d stand for me?”


She was barely upright before Delaney felt two sets of hands on
her, and she was propelled against the wall beside the table. She’d expected
this before she was invited to join the table. They patted her down, checking
for wires and weapons, pulled out her wallet, and handed it to Calvin. In her
peripheral vision, Delaney could see Simson was being subjected to a similar
search. Another one was searching through her bag. He pulled out the straps of
cash and placed them on the table in front of Calvin. When it was apparent
they’d finished, she straightened her shirt and turned back to the table. “Am I
good to sit, Ms. Calvin?”


“Please do. And call me Frankie.” She flipped Delaney’s wallet
open and inspected her driver’s license. “Now that I know who you are, perhaps
you can tell me why you’re here with all that cash and what it is you think it
might buy here.”


One of the other suits at the table pulled the cash straps toward
him and began to count. Delaney didn’t move to stop him.


“We’ve just hit town for a job, and we need three extra people
for the next four days. Well trained and preferably ex-military.”


“What kind of job?”


Delaney emptied and refilled both her glass and Frankie’s. “A
find and retrieve. A special scientist has just come into Chicago, and my
employer would very much like me to bring him back home.”


Frankie nodded. “And where’s home?”


“San Francisco.” Delaney decided to be liberal with the truth. It
was always best to keep the lies to a minimum where possible. Frankie tapped
out her slender cigarette, and one of her colleagues offered another to her
mouth within seconds. She took a long, deep breath and exhaled three perfectly
shaped smoke rings.


“Why is the scientist important to your employer?”


“He was doing some work for her, and he skipped out before the
job was complete. My employer simply wants him to finish his work.”


“You’re not going to make a mess in my city, are you?”


Delaney shook her head. “No.” She thought of Landry and what
Simson would have to do to break her. “Well, there might be a little mess in
the building we use, but nothing a good fire wouldn’t clear out.”


Frankie blew out more smoke rings. “That doesn’t sound like a
simple find and retrieve.”


“It’s possible the scientist has a bodyguard.” The best in the business.


“Two hundred and forty-five thousand,” said the guy who’d been
counting Delaney’s money.


“That’s a lot of money for three hired guns,” Frankie said.


Delaney smiled and shook her head again. “That’s my bankroll for
the whole job. I need a van, some hardware, and a nice, secluded building. But
my employer knows you have to pay big to buy quality.” May as well get it all in one
place. Delaney knew she should be able to hire the mercs for fifty
grand each. She was offering well over the usual. It was easy money for
Frankie.


“Since you’re on a tight schedule, it would make good business
sense to get everything you need from one supplier, wouldn’t it?”


“It absolutely would, Frankie. Do you have everything I need?”


Frankie motioned again. The bald guy sitting beside Delaney took
out a pad and pen and slid them across the table to her.


“Imagine I’m Santa Claus, a sophisticated, better looking, and
slimmer version.” Her colleagues around the table laughed. “Write me a
Christmas list, Daley. Whatever your heart desires.” She summoned a striking
young woman to the table. “When you’re done, Ms. Scarlett will take you to the
showroom. After that, you can select your choice of associates for your visit
to our fair city.” She held out her hand, and they shook on it. Another flick
of her hand brought another beautiful woman to the party. “And if you need any
other entertainment or relaxation, Ms. Chance will be happy to show you our
selection—on the house, of course.”


It was a hard offer to resist. She knew Simson wouldn’t say no,
and who was Delaney to deny her a half hour of free fun? “That’s very kind of
you, Frankie, but I’m all good there. I expect my colleague could use a quick
release, though.”


Frankie raised her eyebrow and peered around Delaney to get a
better look at Simson. “I’m sure she could. We have everything for all tastes,
Daley.”


“That’s what I heard. You’ve got a smooth operation here.”


Frankie pressed her cigarette into the ashtray and ran her tongue
across her teeth. She was predatory. If it wasn’t for Ilsa, Delaney would’ve
liked to have found out if she was to Frankie’s tastes.


“I’m always looking for new associates, Daley. If San Francisco
ever bores you, do look me up.”


Delaney smiled and nodded. If
my plan doesn’t work, I may well take you up on that offer.


Chapter Thirty-one

 

 

 


Nelida took a chance on the awkward stranger being a
creature of habit. Just as before, she sat in the same seat closest to the door
and ordered the meat lover pan crust pie. She ate slowly and washed each bite
down with a slug of Dr Pepper.


She waited. She watched the hands of the cheap, white plastic
wall clock stutter past every second. Every minute that passed was an
irritating splinter in her flesh. And her flesh was tingling for him. The strangely
magnetic nondescript man with no confidence and zero social skills. I can practically taste him.


Nelida popped a chunk of seared beef into her mouth just as he
entered. Both stimulants made her mouth water. She saw him glance at her, but
he quickly looked away and continued to the counter. He ordered the same pie
from Bob, paid the bill, and then hovered awkwardly, as if unsure where to go
next. He looked over at Nelida again, or maybe it was just at the seating area.
Was he embarrassed that he wanted to sit in the same seat again? Did he think
she’d judge him for being compulsive?


She tilted her head to motion him over and patted the seat he’d
occupied the day before. He clearly hesitated, then picked up his Coke and
ambled over.


“Long time, no see,” Nelida said. She made her best effort to
smile in a non-threatening way.


He nodded, sat on the stool, and opened his Coke. Nelida pushed
her box of pie toward him. “Would you like a piece while you’re waiting? I
can’t possibly eat all of this. I have to watch the figure.”


He shook his head but smiled. “You’re British?”


“Yes, indeedy, for my sins, I am.”


“Do you live in the States?”


“Oh no. Just visiting for the fireworks. I hear they’re
absolutely amazing in this city. I know it might seem ironic as an English
woman, coming over here to celebrate your independence from us…”


His shoulders seemed to relax, and he smiled a little more
convincingly.


“What do you do over in England, for a job?”


Awful lot
of questions for a quiet man. “I don’t. Terribly rich family, you
see. The closest I get to work is helping out in the local charity shop for a
few hours. No, a steady job isn’t for me. I love to travel.” She hoped her
words had put him more at ease. He seemed far too interested too quickly in her
background for someone who had initially come across so shy. What are you hiding?


He nodded. “Have you been in Chicago long?”


Nelida would have usually been inclined not to answer so many
questions, but she had the distinct feeling opening up would help win his
trust. “I just got in last night, actually. Here was my first stop. Such good
pizza that I simply had to have it again. Why try anywhere else when you find
somewhere that gives you exactly what you want?”


“I agree.”


There was a short silence, and Nelida didn’t ask any questions of
him. She didn’t want to spook him and blow her chance. Slowly, slowly, catchy monkey.


“Are you traveling alone?”


“Oh yes. I always do. I love the freedom of not having anyone
else’s foibles to deal with. I can explore as much as I want, and I can have as
many afternoon naps as I fancy.”


“Meat lover pan crust.” Bob slid the box on the counter toward
them.


Her new project leaned over and grabbed his box. “That’s me.”


Me too. Nelida
watched his body move and grinned as she thought about what he was going to
look like in the throes of her delightfully induced agony.


Chapter Thirty-two

 

 

 


Landry took a breath of smoggy city air and slipped her
badge back into her pocket. She’d never been in law enforcement, but it was
interesting seeing the array of responses to her FBI identification. Some
people clammed up at the sight of it; others were quick to tell her all about
some other issue they needed assistance with; and a couple asked lewd questions
about the possible bedtime use of her handcuffs.


It was midafternoon, and neither she nor Perry had any leads. No
one had seen or heard of Muniz. Either the guy was really good at keeping under
the radar, or he was so ridiculously normal and uninteresting that he couldn’t
turn heads even if he wanted to. She looked at his picture again and slowly
rotated three hundred and sixty degrees. The city was teeming with tourists and
workers. They were easy to tell apart just from the pace they set. Tourists
ambled and workers buzzed. How
do you walk, Muniz? Are you in a hurry when you hit the street, or do you enjoy
the fresh air?


She’d lost count of the number of burger, falafel, and pizza
places she’d already scoped, and was losing the will to live with the
saturation of pharmacies in the city. For outlets with such small square
footage, they had an over-abundance of staff patrolling their shop floors. Most
of them had said that they barely looked at customers, so identifying someone
was a long shot. Landry showed them the photo anyway in the hope that Muniz was
conspicuous in his efforts to be inconspicuous.


Landry’s phone buzzed for her attention, and she pulled it from
her jeans pocket. Delaney.
She cracked her neck to one side and then the other and had to loosen her grip
on the phone when she realized she was holding it tight enough for it to bulge
from the Armorbox.


“Hey, buddy. Everything okay?” Landry had to dredge the light and
breezy tone from a place light years from where her head space currently
resided.


“I’m good. Just checking in to let you know I’ve got nothing so
far.”


“That’s not what I want to hear, Del. I was hoping you’d already
have Muniz’s location so we could just kick back, eat pizza, and drink beer for
a couple of days before we intercepted him.” Tell
me Perry’s got it wrong. Delaney laughed, and Landry curled her hand
into a fist so tense her hand ached within seconds.


“Sorry about that. Maybe I’ll have better news for you tonight.
Anything in your area?”


If your
idea of better news is your betrayal, you can keep it. “Nothing. And
I’m already sick of twenty-something assholes in polo shirts that are less
observant than the average armadillo roadkill.” Delaney laughed again. She’d
always been in tune with Landry’s dry humor. What
the fuck are you thinking?


“You sound irritated, and you’ve only been at it a few hours.
Missing Jade already?”


Don’t you
fucking say her name. “Nah. If I’m honest, I’m glad for the time
away. I think I need a little perspective.” I’d
be back with her in a heartbeat if I could. I need to protect her from you.
“Everything’s been moving so fast. I’ve been thinking maybe I just got carried
away with the notion of love. I’m not cut out for a relationship that lasts
longer than a game of hockey.”


“Really? This is a turnaround.”


“Is it? I think I just need to accept who I am. I’ve been running
away from the life I
chose to live. Playing happy families with Jade and the girls has been fun, but
it’s not for me. Not truly.” Fuck.
I hadn’t thought about the girls. They’ve been through enough.


“What about the balance you’ve been going on about for the past
two years?”


Delaney didn’t sound convinced, and Landry could understand why.
She had spent
the last two years escaping from the island in search of a normal life. She’d
practically adopted Caitlin and her girls, and now she had a steady beau in the
shape of her beautiful Jade. Then she’d tried to convince Delaney to do the
same in an effort to help her through her own nightmares. This is so fucked up.
“Before we left for this mission, Mom told me some stuff about my father that’s
kind of hit me hard. I think I’m not so different from him, so I should just
stick to my own people. People like you.” I’ll
play you right the fuck back, buddy.


There was a longer than usual silence before Delaney responded.
“What are you saying, Landry?”


“Maybe you’ve been right all along. Maybe I’ve been blind to
what’s been in front of me this whole fucking time.” I have been fucking blind; to your ambition. She clenched
her fist and pushed it against the ground.


“Fuck, Landry. I’m trying to get over you.”


“Maybe you should just be getting under me instead,” Landry
whispered, and Delaney’s sex-sigh in response was loud and clear.


“Landry…”


“Let’s talk after the debrief tonight. We don’t have to hit the
streets until seven in the morning. You could come over to my hotel.” And I’ll handcuff you to the bed
while I go and deal with that fuck, Simson.


“I can’t…I can’t do the whole ‘fuck buddy’ thing again.”


“You don’t have to.” I’d
rather mouth-fuck a freshly-scented skunk than touch you again.
“There’s more to us than that. There always has been, but I just wouldn’t
accept it.”


“And now you do?”


“Like I said. Mom told me some things, and they’ve given me a
fresh perspective. You’ve always been there for me, Del, no matter what. That’s
got to be worth something.” But
apparently, it’s worth fuck all if you’re willing to let that animal loose on
me just to get hold of the PRU. “Anyway, we better get back to it.
We’ve got a lot of ground to cover and a mission to complete. We’ll talk later,
yeah?”


“Uh, sure.”


Landry ended the call, satisfied that she’d done enough to fuck
with Delaney’s head. She needed to convince her Jade wasn’t in the picture. It
had taken a fuck-ton of restraint not to throw the phone as far as her arm
could manage. She checked the GPS tracker again, and all three of her
operatives were in their zones. Landry tried to rein in her anger and
frustration. If she couldn’t control her emotions, she knew she couldn’t be
effective. She needed a clear head. She needed to take a fire hose to her heart
and brain and wash away all traces of her feelings for Delaney, good and bad.


Detached and unaffected; they were the only states she could
exist within right now. Thoughts of Jade hummed not so quietly for attention,
and it pained her to attempt to dismiss them. In the midst of her whirlwind
connection to Jade, Landry had paid no heed to the warning bells that sounded
at the back of her mind. She’d chosen to ignore them and do something she’d
never done before: listen to her heart. Only now, with a threat imminent, did
she finally acknowledge that her relationship with Jade could be used against
her, and it could be detrimental to Jade’s health.


Landry was the extractor. She was the one responsible for the
success or failure of every mission. Her relationship with Jade compromised…everything.


Chapter Thirty-three

 

 

 


Landry’s seductively spoken invitation ran on constant
repeat in her head. “Maybe you should be getting under me instead.” Fuck. This new
development both complicated and simplified everything. Did Landry really want
to be more than fuck buddies? What the fuck had Elena told her that had caused
this one eighty change up? But if Landry thought they could be together, would
it make her decision to join Delaney easier? She’d seemed so loved up with
Jade, it was hard to believe the turnaround. Whatever was happening, it didn’t
change Delaney’s feelings for Ilsa. Once they had the PRU and had taken control
of Pulsus, her first mission would still be to Germany to rescue Ilsa. That
hadn’t changed. That couldn’t
change.


It was hard to get a handle on. Delaney would never have thought
Landry capable of falling in love, but maybe she never had. Landry just said
she had a “fresh perspective” on things. Had she realized it was just a simple
infatuation with Jade that had no future? Landry was a military baby, pure and
simple. She couldn’t get away from that, even though she’d tried. If she had come to her senses,
coming back to Delaney and their relationship was logical. And Landry was
nothing if not logical.


“Are you okay, boss?”


Delaney glanced up to see Sledge, one of the Cagle’s mercs,
looking strangely concerned. She’d been an eager recruit, and it had been an
easy choice. Sledge was a similar build to Landry. She was tall, looked
self-assured, and was sexy as all hell. Simson had seen the comparison too and
had nicknamed her Double D: Donovan’s
Double. “Yeah. I’m fine.”


“Ms. Scarlett just wants to check that you’re happy with the
building, and then she’ll be on her way.”


Delaney nodded. “Tell her it’s perfect. Then get everybody back
up here. There’s something I want to talk to you about.”


Sledge grinned. “Sounds interesting.”


“It’s better than interesting, Sledge. It’s life-changing.”


“Cool.”


Delaney watched her jog away. She had a fine ass. Simson was
right; Sledge could easily be Landry’s younger sister. Could she be a relative?
Delaney did some mental calculations and tried to recall everything Landry had
said about her family. Landry was born in forty-one, but did Elena have an
estranged sister? Delaney mentally kicked herself. This time travel shit is fucking with my mind.
The resemblance was just a coincidence.


Sledge and the two others, Walker and Miller, came into view, and
Delaney motioned them to sit on the makeshift wooden pallet seats. She took a
moment to take them all in before she started. Walker and Miller were similar
to Simson; big, strong women with bold jawlines and darkness lurking in their
eyes. Sledge looked more optimistic, like she was yet to be worn down by
humanity. She was nowhere near as world-weary as the other two. Scarlett had
said she’d been with them for nearly a year though, so maybe she just had
strong emotional resilience to the “job.”


“How old are you?” Delaney asked.


Forty-five, forty-two, and twenty-nine came the responses from
Walker, Miller, and Sledge respectively. Delaney found herself envying Sledge’s
age. At that age, Delaney had been at her physical peak. She’d made a lot of
mistakes but had enough experience to get her through the rest of her life. It
would’ve been a good time to start working for Pulsus and part-freeze the aging
process.


“Are you happy doing what you do for the Cagle Gang?” Delaney
didn’t have time for subtlety. She had to get straight to the point so they
could get on with their mission. She’d sent Simson to her zone to begin some
recon, and Delaney was hoping Landry would already have leads for them by this
evening. They had to find Muniz.


“It puts food on the table. Why?” Walker asked.


“To Calvin, you’re just whores with guns and muscles. What if I
could offer you more?” The silence lasted longer than Delaney expected. Had she
underestimated their loyalty to their current employers? “I paid sixty-five
grand each to ‘borrow’ you for the next four days. What will you see of that?”


“Sixty-five fucking grand?” Sledge looked at the others.
“Sixty-fucking-five grand? Are you shitting us?”


Delaney shook her head. “No, I’m not. Answer my question.”


Miller ground her boot over a stone on the gray concrete floor.
“Five thousand a day.” She used her stone to make a small circle. “Until you
just gave us figures, it seemed like a good deal.”


“You get five? I only get three. What the fuck is that?”


Walker laughed. “You’re a junior, Sledge. You earn more as you
get older in every job. This is no different.”


“Except I could die before I get old enough to earn five grand a
day.”


“She’s right,” Miller said. “She’s kinda gung-ho. She might not
make it to her next birthday, let alone her fortieth.”


Miller and Walker laughed, and Delaney could sense they’d worked
together for a while. “How long have you two known each other?”


“We joined the Corps in 2030. We’ve been watching each other’s
backs ever since.” Walker nudged her compatriot.


That’s the
kind of loyalty I need. “Simson and I are military too, and we’re
sick of being told what to do by suits who have no idea what combat really is.”


Miller kicked her stone away. “I thought we were helping you pick
up a scientist and knock off a bodyguard?”


Delaney nodded and paused to pull out a cigarette. Sledge was
quick to her feet to light it. Delaney liked the way she moved, smooth and
efficient. “That’s more or less what the next couple of days are about, yeah.
But I want to know if you’re interested in the long game.”


“What is the long game?”


“Killing bad people. Being rich beyond your wildest dreams. Never
growing old.”


Walker rocked back on her seat and laughed. “You do realize how
fucking crazy you sound?”


“I do. And I won’t be able to prove it to you until we’ve got the
scientist and my team leader.” Delaney wondered if she’d misjudged the
situation. Was it too early to give them this information?


“And then what?” Sledge asked.


“Then it gets even crazier, stud.”


Walker looked at the others, as if she was quietly gaining their
permission to be the spokesperson. She stood and stepped closer to Delaney.
“I’ll tell you what, boss. We’ve been paid for the next four days, so we’re
along for the ride until the Fourth of July, with no questions asked. We’re
professionals, and we’ll do anything
you need us to do in that time. You get what you need, and we’ll give you the
opportunity to prove what you’re saying is true. You’ve been straight with us
so far, and I think I speak for all of us when I say, we like you. If
everything pans out, I figure I can also say you’ll have yourself three new loyal
employees.” She held out her hand, and Delaney took it.


“Deal.” If
only Landry was going to be this easy to convince.


Chapter Thirty-four

 

 

 


Landry saw Perry approaching and stepped out of the shadows
to join him to walk to the bar.


“The plan is to get Delaney away from her goons and secure at my
hotel room. While I’m doing that, I need you to do the same with Simson.”


Perry laughed. “How am I doing that exactly? I don’t think Simson
will have quite the same motivation to come to my room as Delaney has to come
to yours.”


“Funny. Use your imagination. They think you’re on their team, so
suggest a meeting to talk things through.”


“Are you taking them back to the island…or are you dealing with
the situation here?”


Neither option sounded particularly appealing. “I guess that
depends on their reactions. I don’t think Simson will back down without a
fight. She’ll probably need to be put down. I want to believe I can talk
Delaney around.”


Perry tilted his head, and he didn’t look convinced. “She’s the
one calling the shots, Donovan. Simson is just her rabid dog.”


“Maybe. But she’s our family, Perry, and sometimes family does
stupid things. It doesn’t mean we erase them.”


He nodded. “I get it. You’ve got history. I’ll do whatever you
need me to, Donovan.” He opened the door to Mister Brown’s and stepped inside.
“Simson will be a tough one to put down.”


Landry glanced around to take in their surroundings. There was no
sign of them. She checked the fire exit locations and took in the rest of the
patrons. It was mostly couples enjoying an intimate meal or drink. She noted
the group of three tough-looking women playing pool at one of the three tables.
The younger one of the group made eye contact and smiled. They stood out, and
Landry wasn’t sure if it was just because everyone else was in even groups, or
if there was something else alerting her to their presence. Maybe they were
just trying to get their younger buddy laid. She dismissed them for now but
decided to get a booth where she could keep them in her sightline. “Are you
saying you can’t handle her?”


“I can handle her. Don’t worry. It’s about time someone did.
She’s been getting away with a lot of shit when she’s training the new
recruits. I’m all for the occasional code red, but she uses the training like a
personal pleasure palace.”


Landry ordered two beers and thought about Perry’s words. Her
methods were extreme, but then so were the situations extractors and operatives
could end up in. Landry thought she occasionally went too far, and it was true
recruits had ended up in the hospital, but her mom’s regenerative tech meant
there was no long-term damage. No one had ever complained so no one high in the
chain of command thought there was a problem. Simson was a tough bitch, and she
produced tough operatives. It was a case of the ends justifying the means.


They sat at a semicircular booth close to the door, and Landry
placed her bag beside her on the seat. She wanted a quick exit if required, one
that wouldn’t cause too much hassle for the regular customers if things went
haywire. She positioned her phone on the table and checked the GPS locations of
Delaney and Simson. Predictably, they were together, and their arrival was
imminent. She clinked her bottle to Perry’s and took a long pull. “When you’ve
secured Simson, call me.”


“Sure thing.”


Delaney and Simson entered the bar, and Landry motioned to get
their attention. Delaney joined them while Simson went to the bar. She slid in
next to Perry when it was clear Landry wasn’t moving from her seat to make
room. “You know I like to be close to the exit,” Landry offered by way of
explanation. She didn’t want to raise Delaney’s suspicions. “How’s your day
been? Any leads?” Delaney would be expecting all-business while Perry was
around. Landry planned to encourage Simson and Perry to play pool to give them
some space to talk. But Delaney would know the mission would take priority.


Delaney tossed her city map on the table. “Fuck all. If I’d have
wanted to have flat feet, I would’ve joined the police. And how many pharmacies
does one city need?”


Landry and Perry laughed, and Landry raised her bottle. “I’ll
drink to that. I’m wiped out. I thought I was fit, but I’ve walked about twenty
miles, and my body feels like it’s been hit by a truck.”


Simson placed a tray of twelve bottles in iced buckets on the
table, and Delaney inched along the booth to make room for her. “You’ve been
hit by a truck?”


“No, I just feel like I have after today. How about you? Any
leads in your zone?”


Simson laid a map of the Loop on the table. “Not so far. Some kid
in a fleapit hotel on Polk thought he recognized Muniz and showed me his room.”
She pointed to a penned cross on the map. “The guy was in there, but it wasn’t
our scientist. There was barely any resemblance at all.”


Landry nodded as she scanned Simson’s map and all the places
she’d marked off. She’d covered her whole area. Are you even telling the truth? What if
she or Delaney had
gotten a lead? She briefly wondered if she should play along and join their
“mutiny.” They’d have a better chance of finding Muniz if all four of them were
still looking for him. And it would save her the logistical nightmare of
securing Delaney and Simson. Landry had organized a twenty-four-hour access
self-storage unit, but getting them both there would involve a certain amount
of cooperation on their part. Or maybe she’d just have to drug them, and she
and Perry could carry them wrapped in rolls of carpet.


Landry had no idea if Delaney still planned to complete the
mission, or if she just wanted to secure the PRU. She must be out of her mind to think I’d join her,
whatever she intends. Perry interrupted her wandering thoughts.


“I’ve got nothing but sore feet,” he said, unfolding his map to
the table. His entire zone was marked.


Landry finished her first beer and took another one from the
bucket. She wiped the condensation away with her thumb and glanced at Delaney.
She seemed to color a little as she smiled and looked away. What the fuck is going through
your head, and how have you ended up there? Landry couldn’t shake
the feeling of guilt that had slowly begun to envelop her like a strait jacket.
If she hadn’t put her through the German mission, they probably wouldn’t be in
this situation. If Landry had recognized her own limitations and just made
Delaney seek professional help. She was stupid to believe she could help
Delaney solve everything by getting a place on the mainland. What the hell was I thinking? All
of this is my fault, and I have to fix it.


“Then it’s the same again tomorrow.” Muniz was somewhere in this
city. With Delaney and Simson out of commission for the next three days, the
job she and Perry had would be hard, but not impossible.


“About that…” Delaney placed an empty bottle on her map and
pulled another one.


Simson rose from the seat. “Want to shoot some pool and lose some
money, Perry?”


He glanced at Landry, and she nodded. “Sure. I don’t mind taking
your cash.”


Delaney didn’t speak until Simson and Perry were on their way to
a free table. Landry saw the three women were still there, and she was sure
there was some familiar acknowledgement on their part to Simson. Fuck. Have you hired some local
talent?


“I thought we were going to talk about us after we sent those
guys home?” Landry was going to maintain the pretense of their relationship. It
was the only way she’d get Delaney to her hotel room.


“We will. I want to. But there’s something else we need to talk
about first.”


Landry shrugged. She began to raise her drink, but now that there
was the potential of three others being involved, she needed to be in complete
control. If they did end up in an altercation, the odds had swung out of
Landry’s favor. She put the bottle down. “Shoot.”


 


*****


 


A waitress placed a tray on the table and silently collected the
empty beer bottles.


“There’s no easy way to approach this, so I’m just going to come
out with it. We’ve talked about Pulsus and what we do for them before…” Please be with me, Landry.


“I know. Mom told me about your meeting with the board…and the
wall you left a hole in.”


Delaney grinned. “I was angry. They didn’t hear a word I said.
They pretended like they were listening, but it was just to placate me.” She
pulled another beer.


Landry reached over, put her hand on top of the bottle, and
smiled. “Remember it’s a school night.”


“Please, this stuff is like water. If I was pulling my second
bottle of bourbon, you could worry.”


Landry removed her hand. “Okay. You were saying about the board…”


“They’re being short-sighted. We could be doing so much more.”


“We’ve had this discussion before, Del, and their logic makes
sense. Time travel is a new phenomenon, and they can’t be sure of the ripples
and effects we’re causing with these missions.” Landry pushed the bucket of
beers across the table so there was nothing between them. “You’ve got to give
them time to work out the kinks.”


Delaney slammed her hand on the table. “I don’t have time. Ilsa doesn’t
have time.”


“This is about Ilsa? You’re still in love with her?”


Delaney hesitated. She was
in love with Ilsa, but her earlier conversation with Landry had made things
more complicated. Was it possible to be in love with two people at the same
time? “Ilsa was tortured and murdered by the SS after we left, Landry. Pulsus
won’t let me go back to Germany to save her because to them, she doesn’t
matter. But she matters to me.”


“You want to go back to Germany for her? Of course they won’t let
you do that. You’d be using Pulsus for your own personal gains.”


“That’s exactly what Jenkin does. She did it with Elena, and
she’s doing it with this scientist.”


“Mom was an integral part of Pulsus, and she always was. They’d
been working together on time travel and regeneration before Mom was murdered.”


“That was only half the story. And this mission is just about
money. Jenkin wants proprietary ownership of the fusion technology Muniz is
working on. Sure, it’ll help the world out, but she’ll be the richest person on
the planet because of it. She’s no angel, Landry.” Time to make it personal. “Look what she
did to Jade.” Delaney saw Landry’s eyes darken and her jaw clench. It was a
strong reaction given that Landry supposedly didn’t care for Jade anymore.


“Sure, I don’t agree with what she did to Jade, but I’ve come
around to the idea it was for the best. When I told her we’re over, she
could’ve told the world about our work if Jenkin hadn’t wiped her memory.”


Delaney sighed. Is
this for real? “Told
her we’re over.”
Landry was a consummate actor. Had she figured out what they were up
to and was trying to protect Jade? Had Perry talked? She turned to look at him
and Simson playing pool, and at the rest of her team on the next table. Surely
he hadn’t lied to them when he said he’d come on board? He didn’t seem that
clever…unless that was his game. Not
as stupid as you look? Simson made eye contact, and Delaney shook
her head. She was desperate to know what Landry would do.


“So you think we’re doing everything right, and I should just
back down?”


“Back down from what, Del? What have you done?”


“Landry, I want you to join us—”


Landry frowned. “Us? What the fuck are you talking about?”


This isn’t
going well. Rein it in, or I’ve blown it. “I think we can do a
better job than the board, than Jenkin. What they put us through for such small
gains is horrendous. We could suffer a lot less and achieve a lot more.”


“Small gains? You call curing all cancers a ‘small gain’? It
seems pretty fucking huge to me, buddy. Are you sure you haven’t had a few too
many? We’re the ground troops, Del. It sounds like you’ve got delusions of
grandeur.”


“The gains could’ve been two-fold from that mission, without
Simson and I ever having to spend three years of our lives as Nazis. If we’d
killed Hitler, we could’ve saved the doctor and sixty million other people.”


Landry leaned back in her seat and stared beyond Delaney for a
moment. “I know that makes sense to you, Del. But we can’t know the effects
that would’ve had. Even the changes following our small incursions in time
aren’t fully understood or predictable. The science geeks need time to analyze
what we’ve done before we try to do missions with that kind of vast potential
impact.”


“I think that’s bullshit science talk, Landry. I think they’ve
got you brainwashed, and you’re just repeating the same shit they’re feeding
you.”


“Let’s say that’s true. What qualifies you to make better
decisions than a board with a combined IQ of nearly two thousand?”


“It’s not all about science and brains. A lot of it is gut
feeling and instinct. You’re military through and through. You know we can make
better decisions on the ground than anyone strategizing in a boardroom.”


Landry gripped the edge of the table, and Delaney could see her
knuckles whiten.


“Really? That’s what my father thought too, and he murdered
thousands of innocent people on gut instinct and ambition. Is that what you’re
planning?”


Is this
what Elena told Landry to give her new perspective? “What are you
talking about?”


Landry released her grip and relaxed back into the booth. “It
doesn’t matter. I just don’t want to see you making the same mistakes. Not for
ambition. Not even for love.”


“It wasn’t that long ago you were risking everything for love.
Are you that cold you can fall out of love so easily?”


“I never said I was in love, and some things aren’t meant to be.
Jade and I are one of those things. There are too many differences and too many
obstacles to overcome. I’m happier if I’m less involved with anyone outside of
Pulsus.”


None of this made sense. “It’s not you getting cold feet, is it?
It’s Jade. She doesn’t know if she can cope with you disappearing for months at
a time without knowing where you are. Does she?”


“Jade’s got nothing to do with any of this. You wanted to talk
about Pulsus, and we’ve gone off on a tangent talking about something that doesn’t
concern you.”


“Doesn’t concern me? You called me earlier and wanted to talk
about our relationship. You and Jade do
concern me, especially if you’re just using me to try to get over her. I can’t
cope with trying to fall out of love with you again.”


“Look, why don’t you come over to my hotel, and we can talk about
all of this away from everyone else.” Landry motioned toward the pool table
area. “I’m sick of Simson eyeballing us. She looks ready to pounce.”


Delaney gathered her thoughts. She’d wanted to just come out and
ask Landry if she’d join them, and they’d ended up talking around the subject.
She recalled Landry’s suggestion on the phone and again, now. “You could come over to my hotel.”
An invitation into Landry’s bed? That really was a turnaround. Too much of a turnaround?
Landry talked about Simson being ready to pounce, but Delaney noticed only now
that Landry hadn’t taken off her jacket. The bar had air conditioning, but it
was still too warm to keep a leather jacket on. Are you packing? Landry had a whole bag of
tricks to acquire anything and anyone she wanted. She could easily have gotten
herself a gun. Delaney looked back at Simson and held up her hand to indicate
she was close. It was crunch time.


“Landry, I want you to join us. Simson and Perry are already in.”
Give her more. She needs
to think you’ve got a team at home too. “I’ve got a core group back
on the island ready for us to go home with the scientist and revolutionize
everything.” Say it.
“I’m taking Pulsus with or without you. What’s it going to be?”


Landry shook her head and ran her hand through her hair. “Don’t
do this, Delaney. Come back to the hotel with me so we can talk about it.”


“What’s your answer, Landry? Are you with me…or are you against
me?” Delaney held up her right hand and motioned to her team without breaking
eye contact with Landry.


“Go against my mom and everything she’s worked for her entire
life? You can’t be asking that question.” Landry pulled her bag across her
chest and stood.


Delaney got to her feet. “You’re outnumbered, Landry. You’re
good, but you can’t take six of us down. Don’t make this harder than it has to
be.”


Landry moved slowly to back out of the bar. “This isn’t right,
Delaney. You know
this isn’t right.”


Delaney didn’t see the kick soon enough. She felt the full force
of Landry’s boot hit her square in the chest, and it rocked her backward. She
heard a crack and something heavy landed on top of her, or someone. She
scrambled to get up from beneath the tangle of limbs to see Perry disappear out
of the bar after Landry.


He’s played
us. “That motherfucker. What the fuck happened?” Delaney turned to
see her new team crashed on the floor, with blood seeping from head wounds. A
broken pool cue lay beside them.


Simson was on her knees, holding the back of her head. “He
blindsided us.”


“Get up. Get the fuck up. We can’t let them get away.”


Chapter Thirty-five

 

 

 


Shit,
fuck, shit. Landry knew those fuckers at the pool table had looked
out of place. She was glad Perry had acted fast. He’d snapped his cue in half and
put all of them and Simson down in several quick blows. It bought them thirty
valuable seconds. They’d run across the street, and now they were on the river
walk heading toward the Navy Pier, which would still be packed with tourists.
Both she and Perry were in dark clothes, and the trail lighting was dim.
Delaney might not be able to see which of the three possible directions they’d
gone, and five doesn’t split into three unless someone went solo. Landry was
sure Delaney wouldn’t risk it. They didn’t know the hotels she and Perry were
staying at, but tomorrow Landry would move them both to two new hotels on the
edge of the Loop for safety.


They kept running until they hit the Lakeside Trail. There were
still a few brave tourists on their city bikes. The underpass of the Trail was
a dark, metal heavy foreboding area. The kind of place Landry didn’t want to
get caught by Simson and her goons. “Run ahead. I’ll meet you at the parking
lot of the Navy Pier.”


Perry seemed to hesitate for a moment. “Okay.” He didn’t move.


“Go. I’ll be right behind you.”


He nodded and ran on. Landry hoisted herself up over the metal
fencing and hid behind a steel bent. She was able to peer through a small gap
between the bent and the next girder. She’d counted to fifty seconds when two
of Delaney’s heavy-footed hired thugs rounded the edge of the Trail. They
stopped five feet back from Landry’s position and bent over in exhaustion.
Perry was nowhere in sight. Give
it up.


“I fucking hate running. I’m way too big to be running.”


The other woman slapped her colleague on the shoulder. The orange
light of the underpass highlighted a scar across her cheek that Landry had
missed in the bar.


“Not enough cardio in the gym, Miller. Maybe they headed the
Franklin Bridge way? Sledge is fast. If they did, she would’ve caught up with
them, I bet.” Scarface straightened up and edged closer to Landry. She leaned
against the fencing within kicking distance.


“Could be we’re on the right track. If it was me, I’d head to the
Pier. Plenty of people. Easy to blend in. Wait for a few hours in a crowded
bar.”


Scarface nodded. “I’ll call Delaney. If they haven’t caught up
with them, you’re probably right. They can meet us there.”


Landry swung out from behind the girder and kicked Scarface. Her
head bounced off the metal column she was resting against and the noise
reverberated. She crumpled to the ground, and as Landry jumped down, she used
her downward momentum to punch Scarface across the jaw. Still crouched, she
caught Miller’s incoming boot before it connected with her gut, and Landry
upended her with a sharp tug. She shifted quickly and smashed her forearm into
Miller’s face. Her head thudded onto the concrete and knocked her out cold.
Landry heard Scarface start to get up, and she executed a double back kick to
her chest. As she fell sideways, Landry wrapped her arm across her throat and
pressed her bicep on Scarface’s windpipe. Scarface thrashed and pulled wildly
at Landry’s arm. An image of Vogt flashed into Landry’s head. Do I kill you? There
was no real choice to be made in Germany, despite the possible repercussions in
time. But this situation was more complicated. Killing Miller and Scarface
would even the odds a little and make bringing Delaney and Simson in a lot
easier. But Landry had no idea of their time trajectory or the things they’d
end up doing, good or bad. Delaney had already changed their path by hiring
them to help her. Was it her intention to take them back to Pulsus with her?
Landry didn’t know, which would make this decision easy for the board back
home. But they weren’t here. She was. Perry was.


Scarface’s resistance weakened, and Landry held the same pressure
until she passed out completely. She softened her grip and pushed Scarface away
from her. You live to die
another day. Landry quickly scoured their pockets and relieved them
of their phones, wallets, and weapons. She checked their ID and noted their
names before she pulled their bodies to a seated position and leaned them
against each other, making it look like they may have had too much to drink.
Miller stirred slightly, so Landry hit her and Scarface again. It would only
buy her a couple of minutes’ chase time, but without phones, it would give
Landry the time to catch up to Perry, circle back to a new hotel, and get off
the streets for the night.


 


*****


 


Landry hacked into the phones she’d lifted from Miller and
Scarface and disabled their tracking devices. She used some of their cash for
an expensive night at the Waldorf.


“So that didn’t really go according to plan.” Landry flopped onto
the queen-size bed, and its soft luxury enveloped and comforted her. Were it
not for the knowledge that Delaney was running around Chicago looking to rule
the world, she would’ve loved to have melted into it and slept for the next
forty-eight hours.


Perry laughed as he unscrewed the top of a wildly expensive
bottle of vodka and poured it over chunky ice cubes. “No? I thought it went
well.”


Landry smiled at his attempt to lighten the mood. “As much as I
love a good bar fight and a sprint through dark underpasses, I’m afraid it
didn’t.”


Perry offered her a glass, but she declined. When her mom was
murdered, Landry had gone on a hard liquor bender for over a year. She pulled
herself out of it after a particularly unsavory situation when she found
herself semi-conscious in an alley under a man who’d come on to her in the bar.
He hadn’t taken no for an answer and decided he’d have her anyway. In her
drunken state, Landry was weak and unable to fight him off. She was lucky a
passerby heard her yells for help and intervened. She hadn’t touched a drop
since. It didn’t matter that after she’d gone back to rescue her mom, that
event didn’t actually happen. She’d still lived it, and it resided as a faded
photograph of a surprisingly vivid image in the deepest recesses of her memory.
Now, she’d only allow herself a few beers.


“What happened to taking Delaney back to your hotel?”


Landry sat up, battered the puffed-up pillows into submission,
and rested against the headboard. “It seems she’s become immune to my charms. I
tried to get her away from the bar, but she insisted on asking her damn
question. Are you with me
or are you against me? She knew my answer. I could see it in her
eyes. She was just kidding herself, holding on to some vague hope that I might
value her friendship over my mom and what we’ve worked to achieve these past
years. I don’t know if she really believes in what she’s doing herself. I can’t
figure out if it’s for love or just greed and ambition.”


“How would it be for love? I thought she was in love with you?”


Christ.
Everyone apart from me really did know. “On our last mission, the
one to save Dr. Cancer Cure…” Landry waited for Perry’s recognition before she
proceeded. “Delaney spent almost two years in the camp, and she had to get
close to Ilsa Blumstein, the guard who smuggled out the doctor’s journals. They
lived together, ended up fucking, and Delaney fell in love.” Landry shook her
head, trying to rid herself of the guilt that was threatening to overwhelm her.
“In the aftermath of our mission, the SS interrogated Ilsa…it didn’t end well
for her, as you can imagine. Delaney’s got it into her head that she’s going
back to Germany to rescue her before that happens.”


“That’s a hell of an expensive romantic gesture.”


“Probably the most expensive one in history…or the future. Or the
past.” Landry reached up and massaged her neck. The tension in her muscles
crackled like autumn twigs beneath car tires as she moved from one side to the
other. “That’s only part of it though. She thinks she knows better than the
board, better than Elena, and better than Jenkin. She wants to take over the
whole organization just like you said.”


“You had to hear it to believe it, didn’t you?”


Landry was slightly embarrassed and didn’t respond. She had
wanted to think all of this was Simson’s bad idea and that she could talk
Delaney out of it. She derided herself. It was Landry’s over-inflated opinion
of her own abilities that had her thinking she could help Delaney before any of
this even happened, and that got them nowhere. But a part of Landry was holding
on to the belief that Delaney could still come out of this okay. Finish the mission and take her
home. Castillo and her team could help. As long as Delaney didn’t do
anything else, anything irreversible, Landry could still justify her
rehabilitation when they got back to the island. What were the alternatives? A
tiny voice began to say the words Landry didn’t even want to contemplate. No. “Where do you think
she got her mercs from?”


“Are you concerned there might be more?”


“I don’t think so. She was all in tonight. They need them for
four days, minimum, and that’s got to cost a couple of hundred grand. I’m
thinking Delaney had cash in the lining of her jacket, but Simson went through
the circle in just a T-shirt. I don’t think they could have enough to bankroll
more hired guns than they had tonight.”


“What happened when you sent me on ahead?”


Landry knew Perry wouldn’t ask the obvious question: Did you even the odds in our
favor? “I intercepted the older two. The biggest one is Kim Miller,
and the one with the scar across her face is Lisa Walker. They called the
youngest one Sledge, but I don’t know if that’s a nickname or her last name.” Would you have killed them?
“I didn’t put them out of commission. I slowed them down and appropriated a few
key items to give us more clearance time.” She pointed to the phones, guns, and
knives on the desk.


“Where do we go from here? An early jump to get backup?”


Landry shook her head. “Pulsus always send a larger team than is
required for the mission. It’s my job to work around road bumps, and I’m not
going back without Muniz.”


Perry knocked back his vodka. “If this is what you call a ‘road
bump,’ I’d really hate to see what defines a real problem for you.”


“It’s going to be all right, Perry.” I hope to hell it will be. “We continue
our search for Muniz in the day, and at night, we hunt down Delaney. First, we
find out where Delaney acquired her new friends. I’ll wager they leased an
isolated building from the same people. Delaney wants to finish this mission
because she thinks Muniz is a cash cow for Pulsus. I think she’ll go after the
serial killer too if the opportunity presents itself.”


“So it’s business as usual for us tomorrow?”


“With an extra side of caution, yeah.” Landry watched Perry yawn and
stretch. “You should hit the sack. We both have to be at our best to complete
this mission.”


Perry stood, vodka bottle in hand, and poured two fingers into
his glass. “One more to help me sleep.”


Landry nodded. Perry was in control of his drinking habit. Unlike Delaney.
Landry’s guilt was gaining momentum. She felt like she was trying to outrun an
Exocet missile. The more she thought about Delaney, the clearer it became that
Landry was culpable for all of this. If she’d just laid aside their friendship and
reported Delaney before the German mission, none of this would be happening. Maybe. Or maybe she’s always been
on this path, and there was never anything I could have done to stop it.


Chapter Thirty-six

 

 

 


Delaney watched Sledge pull out a first aid kit and tend to
Miller and Walker. It was mostly their egos that were bruised, but Landry had
done some physical damage too. Miller nursed a gash on the back of her head and
a busted nose, while Walker had lost a front tooth.


Simson had no sympathy for them at all. “We warned you who you
were dealing with.”


“The big guy didn’t play fair, and neither does she. She came out
of nowhere.” Miller pushed gauze farther up her bleeding nose.


“Was there anything on your phones or in your wallet that could
connect you to this place?” Delaney asked. She knew Landry wouldn’t run back to
Pulsus. She’d want to finish this mission and
find them. Delaney didn’t need to make it easy for her by providing recent
destinations on their GPS software.


Sledge backed away and leaned against the wall. She lit three
cigarettes with one flash of her lighter and handed Delaney and Simson one
each. Delaney decided she was like the sexy bad boi antihero with her cigarette
hanging from the corner of her mouth and her T-shirt arms rolled up to show off
her biceps. She was a walking cliché, but she was the kind of cliché Delaney
was particularly fond of.


“Nothing. The only things we’d put on them were your contact
numbers.” Walker motioned to Delaney and Simson. “This isn’t our first rodeo.”


Delaney glanced at Simson, and she shrugged. “Was it just our
phones she took, or did you have your own on you too?”


Miller shook her head. “Just yours. We left ours here.”


“What about your wallets?”


“I need to get this tooth fixed. I can’t stop tonguing it.” Walker
patted her upper lip gently, before she noticed Simson’s glare. “We just had
fake IDs with our current aliases and false addresses. She won’t get anything
from them.”


“I really hope not.” Delaney sat back on the moth-eaten, dusty
old office chair and motioned for Sledge to continue her nursing duty. Delaney
took alternate drags of her cigarette and swigs of the Jack Daniels bottle
Sledge had picked up for her. She was definitely looking like a keeper for
Delaney’s team. Delaney had hoped the same would be true of Walker and Miller,
but after tonight, she wasn’t so sure. Maybe she should cut them some slack. It
wasn’t like they were taken down by any ordinary woman. They couldn’t possibly
comprehend the complete soldier that Landry personified. Delaney had warned them what
they were up against, but it fell on deaf ears. They overestimated their own
skill and underestimated their opponent.


Have you
destroyed the phones? Delaney pulled up Walker’s number, and her
finger hovered off the call icon. Landry wouldn’t trust her. There was no way
to arrange a meet away from the rest of the team. Delaney had known this
outcome was a possibility, but she’d spent so much time concentrating on the
mission, she hadn’t considered what to do if it actually happened. The only
play now was tracking Landry down and capturing her. That job was made slightly
easier by the fact that Landry would have to be out in the open trying to find
Muniz. She had no other choice. Landry was the
extractor. Her ego wouldn’t entertain the option of going back without her
original team or Muniz.


Delaney was irritated she hadn’t seen Perry’s deception. She’d
hoped to isolate Landry completely, but the ugly motherfucker had betrayed
them. What made you so
loyal? Was it to Pulsus or Landry that Perry’s dedication lay? Are the two inextricably linked?
Was there no Pulsus without Landry…and no Landry without Pulsus?


She had to stop moping, concentrate, and formulate a new plan.
Delaney looked across at Simson and beckoned her over.


“Are you okay?” Simson flopped down on a bunch of blankets. “It’s
been a tough night.”


It was the closest Simson would ever come to comforting Delaney
about losing Landry. Simson had her own plans for this eventuality, and Delaney
knew she’d enjoy executing them. But she also knew how much Delaney cared for
Landry, and it meant a lot to Delaney that she’d contained her excitement and
not gloated. “I was hoping plan B wouldn’t be needed.”


Simson smiled. “Did you have
a plan B?”


Delaney offered the bottle to Simson, and she drank without
further comment. “You know what you have to do. The problem we’ve got now is
getting Donovan here. She’s a ghost when she needs to be.”


Simson returned the bottle. “Usually, I’d say that would be a
problem. But she can’t be a ghost on this mission. If you’re sure she’ll stay
to find Muniz, she has to be on the streets looking for him.”


“So we’ve got two plays. Concentrate on finding Donovan, or
concentrate on finding Muniz.” Delaney nodded as she began to figure out what
they needed to do. “If we locate Muniz first, Donovan will follow.”


“Exactly.”


Delaney tossed her cigarette to the floor and ground it out with
her boot. “Or we snatch Muniz after we’ve found him and contact Donovan then.”


“Either way, you’ll be in control again.”


Delaney nodded. When she said it out loud, it sounded so simple.
But she couldn’t ignore the acidic feeling building in her gut that was
threatening to rise to her brain. Why
am I doing this? She tried to steel herself. Self-doubt was
inevitable. In the face of Landry and her moral righteousness, the Pope would
feel guilty about something.
Delaney had started on this path of her own volition. She knew it was the right
one. It had to be the right one, or she’d fucked everything up, including her chance of
ever rescuing Ilsa.


Simson reached out and put her hand on Delaney’s shoulder. “You
don’t have to be around. You know that, don’t you?”


“What do you mean?” She looked over at Sledge and saw they were
playing some stupid coin flipping game as if they had no cares about anything
other than the here and now. They had such little understanding of the weight
of the situation they’d been brought into.


“When we have Donovan. When I’m trying to get the location of the
PRU. You don’t have to be here.”


Delaney clenched her jaw. She felt the soft burn of salty tears
at the back of her eyes, and she knocked back a long drink of the whiskey in an
effort to defy gravity. This was no time to show weakness to the rest of the
team. It was no time to acknowledge weakness to herself. “I want to try using the threat
of harm to her girlfriend first. It used to be that she had nothing to lose and
even death was no real threat. Things have changed. I want to see if we can
exploit that before you let loose.”


Simson nodded. “I understand. You’ve watched her being tortured
before, and she’s never broken. Maybe her little girlfriend is the key.”


Delaney sighed internally. She’d been preparing for a fight on
this, but Simson was showing restraint and empathy.


Simson shoved Delaney lightly and grinned. “As long as you let me
fuck her up a little bit first…”


Delaney laughed. She was sure it’d be nothing Landry couldn’t
handle, and if she did end up giving up the PRU with the mere risk of something
happening to Jade, at least Simson would be partly satisfied. “Sure. Just don’t
break any bones.” Or it
might just break my heart.


Chapter
Thirty-seven

 

 

 


Landry hung the Do
not disturb sign, closed the door on Perry, and engaged the
deadbolt. She turned the shower on and peeled out of her clothes. She stood
with her head directly under the hot gush of cleansing water and leaned against
the cold, tiled wall. The opposing temperatures felt something like the battle
going on inside her head, with one side full of guilt and recriminations, while
the other tried to convince her she was merely feeling a normal level of
responsibility for her team.


She replayed her conversation with Delaney. She’d nearly lost it
when Delaney pushed about ground troops knowing better than commanders. She
thought her feelings about her father were under control. And by under control,
she was thinking she’d buried them for the time being, to be addressed another
time. Maybe that was the turning point in the conversation. Maybe she lost the
high ground then. If she had played it any differently, would she have the
situation in hand by now?


Behind everything was the shadow of Jade. Landry had trusted
Delaney with her emotions and told her how she felt about Jade. She was having
trouble believing that her trust had been seriously misplaced. Landry’s massive
error in judgment made her responsible for putting Jade in harm’s way. In
Delaney’s way. And it seemed she was prepared to do whatever she felt necessary
to achieve her goal.


Landry pulled the fancy bottle of black peppercorn shower gel
from the shelf and lathered up. As she ran her hands over her body, she
recalled the last shower she’d had at Jade’s house, when it was Jade’s hands
washing her down. Will I
ever feel those hands again? She tried to stop being so morose. For
all she knew, Jade was safe, either with her teammates or with the girls. But if Delaney has gone that far…
Landry smashed her palm against the wall, and she felt every part of her
stiffen like high-tensile steel. A river of rage raced through her veins, the
likes of which she hadn’t felt since her mom had been murdered. She knew that
in part, it was due to the lack of control she had over the situation. But more
than that, the strength of her feelings for Jade were so intense that she’d do
anything to keep her from being hurt…even though it might mean stopping
Delaney. By whatever
means necessary?


She rinsed off and grabbed an impossibly soft towel. Landry
hadn’t felt luxury like this since she’d gone back to stop a British princess
from being run off the road and murdered. For the duration of the mission,
she’d stayed in a hotel where the towels were softer than the finest silk and
lying on the bed was like being hugged by a cloud. It was a mission Landry was
proud of; the princess’s legacy increased twenty-fold by effectively doubling
her life span, and its reach traversed the world.


The wallets on the desk drew her attention back to her current
mission. She picked them up and sat on the edge of the bed. Landry had already
used a good chunk of Miller’s cash, and the wallet was empty apart from a
probably-fake ID and a couple of business cards: one for Mister Brown’s and an
older one for the WoodBack Bar. She found three of the same cards for the
WoodBack Bar in Walker’s wallet, and Landry smiled. Pay dirt. She retrieved the iPad Pro from
her messenger bag and waited for it to automatically communicate with the
hotel’s LiFi. She quickly tapped in the name of the bar and several hits came
up from the Tribune regarding
police raids and the Cagle Gang. A further search illuminated the wide range of
services the gang offered and what they were into. Landry was glad to see
mercenaries among the usual drug trafficking and vice rings. The woman who
owned the WoodBack was repeatedly linked to the gang’s activities but looked
way too sophisticated to be a gangster. She was all designer suits, killer
lipstick, and high heels. But in the right hands, a high heel could be just as
dangerous as a hunting knife. It was a good place to start their search
tomorrow.


Rap music disturbed her thoughts. One of the phones Landry had
appropriated buzzed on the desk. She looked at the caller ID and wasn’t sure
what she felt when she saw it was Delaney. Landry had disabled the tracker so
she wasn’t concerned about being tracked, but she didn’t know how she wanted to
handle this. There’d been no training to handle a situation where a trusted
friend became a sworn enemy.


“Yes?”


“Landry?”


“What do you want? Unless you’re calling to tell me that you want
to give yourself up, I’m pretty sure I don’t want to hear anything you have to
say.”


“You’ll want to talk to me when I have Muniz, so it’s probably
best to keep the lines of communication open from the start.”


It was Delaney’s voice, but they weren’t words Landry would ever
expect to hear from her. “Okay. Let’s recap. You’ve been driven bat-shit crazy
by the stress of too many tough missions. You’ve fallen in love with a woman
you were just supposed to become friends with. You’ve betrayed your best friend
and thrown in with a psycho nut job. Oh, and you think you know better than a
dozen of the finest minds on the planet. Does that just about cover it so far?”


Delaney chuckled and the sound made Landry want to drag her
through the phone and pound her face until she stopped. She frowned and rubbed
her forehead hard. She needed to rein in this rage. She was no good to Pulsus,
Jade, or herself unless she was in absolute control.


“That’s a very Landry way of putting it.”


Fuck you,
Delaney. “Landry is what my friends and lovers call me. You’re no
longer either.”


“Wow, you’re going for the jugular tonight. My guys are okay, by
the way. I’d say thanks for not killing them, but I know you couldn’t have done
it even if you’d wanted to.”


Landry clenched her fist and slammed it into the mattress. She
was constrained by both a moral code and her loyalty to Pulsus. Delaney was
burdened by no such checks or limitations. But was this monster of Pulsus’s own
making? Landry squeezed her eyes tightly shut. She was exaggerating the
situation. Delaney was no monster. Not
yet. “I didn’t kill them because they’re no threat to me.”


“I wouldn’t be so sure. Your stealth attack has made this whole
thing personal for them. There’s a line forming behind Simson to fuck you up.”
Delaney took a breath. “But I can protect you. All you have to do is give up
the location of the PRU. I’ll even take you back home, and you can go play
happy families with Jade.”


Landry stood and paced the room. “I told you already. Jade and I
are finished.”


Delaney’s laugh was more pronounced this time. She actually
sounded as though she was really enjoying herself.


“I know what you told
me, Landry. I just don’t believe you. Want to know what I think?”


“I’m not particularly interested in the inner musings of a
newly-minted psychopath, but you’re obviously liking the sound of your own
voice, so go for it.”


“I think Perry squealed to you as soon as we parted ways at the
Bean this morning. I think you started to panic about what I might do to your
pretty little baller girl. So when I called you this afternoon, you tried to
lay the groundwork to protect her by throwing me off the scent with your
come-on. Am I warm?”


Landry gripped the back of the desk chair to stop herself from
throwing the phone out the window. “Ice cold, Delaney. I went off the island to
tell Jade it was over the night before the mission. I’d come to realize I
couldn’t do my job properly if I was attached back home. I need to be able to
fuck who I need to fuck for a mission, and then I want to fuck whoever the hell
I want to fuck when I get home. The variety has always kept me sane. It’s why I
never committed to you. Maybe that’s where you’ve gone wrong.”


There was a pause, and Landry felt she’d hit a sore point. She
was hoping Delaney still had feelings for her, and the way she’d responded to
the proposition on the phone this afternoon had confirmed those hopes. It was a
weak spot Landry would have to exploit to her advantage.


“I guess we’ll see. You’re obviously going to take the hard
route, but the conclusion is still going to be the same, Landry. You’ll give me
the PRU.”


“No. I’m going to find Muniz and take him home. And then I’m
going to come back for you and Simson.” Landry wanted to instill doubt and
urgency into Delaney’s mind. If she was in a hurry, she’d be more likely to
make mistakes.


“Really? You’d go home without half of your team?”


Never.
“Except I wouldn’t be leaving my team, Delaney, because you’re no longer part
of it. I have no responsibility to you any more than I do to your hired goons,
who were surprisingly easy to put down, by the way. I hope you didn’t waste too
much money on them. The Cagle Gang seems like a smooth outfit. I bet they
squeezed you for a couple of hundred thousand.”


“Fuck you, Donovan.”


Landry laughed. “Never again, Delaney.” And she ended the call. What am I going to have to do to fix
this?


Chapter
Thirty-eight

 

 

 


Sledge sat cross-legged on a pallet looking like a smoking
hot Buddha. Moments earlier, Simson had reminded Delaney of her love for Ilsa
Blumstein. And for that reason alone, if anyone was fucking Sledge, it’d be
Simson. But everyone needed to stay focused so she’d have to wait until after
they’d secured Landry. Then Simson could go to town celebrating with Sledge.


Landry.
Their conversation had riled Delaney. Landry sounded cold and detached. Delaney
wanted to believe it was just an act, but she couldn’t be sure. It’d always
been hard to read her in person, let alone over the phone where she couldn’t
see or interpret her body language. Was Landry bluffing when she said she’d
grab Muniz and leave them here? What if Pulsus took the chance that she and
Simson couldn’t affect the time continuum enough to warrant an expensive
mission to return for them?


It wasn’t like Delaney had made it easy for Landry. She’d been
combative and an all-round asshole, acting like what she’d done was no big
deal, and that Landry should come crawling to her with the PRU in hand like a
beaten dog with its tail between its legs. Delaney couldn’t possibly have
handled it any worse. She’d prodded and poked, and she’d given Landry no choice
but to attack.


Simson crouched in front of Delaney. “Any thoughts on how you’re
going to explain to them why we can’t just grab Muniz once we find him?”


Delaney nodded. “I’ve been thinking about it, but nothing I can
say is going to make them think we’re anything less than a couple of crazies
with paranoid delusions.”


Simson stood and slapped Delaney on the back. “Excellent. Let’s
do this.” Simson called the trio to attention.


Delaney leaned in closer and clasped her hands together. “We’ve
shown you the photograph of the guy we’re looking for, and you’ve all got zones
you’ll be covering tomorrow.” They were the same areas Landry had divided
between the original team. Delaney had chosen Landry’s area and given Simson
the area Perry was covering. The other three were covering the remaining two
zones together. “You’ve now seen Landry Donovan, maybe a little too up close
and personal, and I’ve told you all about who she is and what she’s capable
of.”


“If you’re worried you made the wrong choice and want to trade us
in, don’t,” said Walker. “We won’t let you down again.”


Delaney shook her head. “I’m not. We should never have split up
trying to chase them down. It’s going to take all of us to bring Donovan down,
and we hadn’t counted on having Perry to deal with. We thought we’d turned
him.” Delaney shrugged. “But he remains loyal to Pulsus.”


“Is that your boss’s organization?” Sledge asked.


“Yeah, it is.”


“What do they do? Are they just like the Cagle Gang only with a
fancy name?”


Delaney liked Sledge and her easy manner. Simson was going to eat
her for breakfast if she let her. “Not really. They’re trying to save the world
by saving one person at a time.” Delaney glanced at Simson, who nodded. It
seemed like honesty might be the way to go.


“Maybe a little more information?” Sledge smiled after she spoke,
as if to apologize for asking too many questions.


“Okay. I’m just going to come out with it and tell you exactly
why we’re here and where we’re from. You’re most likely going to think we’re
nuts, but once we have Donovan, I’ll be able to prove to you that we’re not…”
The three of them didn’t respond, and they sat waiting for more of an
explanation. “We’re from the year 2076. We were sent back here to grab the
biophysicist Lyman Muniz because he was working for our boss, Jenkin, in this
time, but he was murdered by a serial killer in Chicago. Before he was killed,
he mailed a letter to Jenkin saying that he’d had a breakthrough in fusion
technology. No one could follow his work because he carried it around with him
on a USB stick around his neck, and that stick was never found.” Delaney took a
few seconds to look at each of them in turn. At
least they’re not already gone. “With me so far?”


They nodded, and Sledge asked, “How did you get here…by a time
machine?”


Delaney held up her hands. “I’ll get to that. Jenkin wants us to
bring Muniz back to 2076 so he can continue his work, create fusion technology,
and make Pulsus the most powerful organization in the world.”


“Sounds pretty noble so far. Out-there-crazy-as-shit, but noble.”


Miller laughed, and it put Delaney at ease.


“Our problem is, the missions Pulsus chooses are relatively
small-fry in the scheme of things. You’ve heard of Hitler and the Second World
War, yes?”


They nodded, and Sledge said, “Of course, we went to school.” She
looked at the other two. “Well, I did, anyhow.”


“Hey, fuck you, geek.” Walker punched Sledge on the shoulder, and
Sledge fell to the floor, feigning agony. “Carry on, boss. Ignore the kid.”


“Our last mission sent us back to 1939. We had to save a Jewish
doctor who would’ve found the cure to all cancer, but she was killed at a
concentration camp in 1942. But what if I told you we had the chance to kill
Hitler before he even took power, before he turned Germany into a hateful
nation, and started a war that killed sixty million people?”


Sledge snorted. “I’d say ‘Why the fuck didn’t you?’”


“Exactly. And that’s what brings us all together now.”


“I’m a little confused,” said Miller. “You kind of came across as
a ‘bad guy,’ and yet everything you’re saying points to you doing good things.”


Delaney smiled. It was the first time she actually liked the
thought of being a bad guy. This was the one time it had been her choice rather
than an expectation of her in-mission character. “Well, I guess the ‘bad guy’
element is the fact that I’m planning a hostile takeover of the whole
organization so that I
can decide on all the missions, and as a by-product, I become a billionaire.”
She’d never said that out loud before. She wasn’t sure she’d even really
contemplated it before. She did
like the sound of it though, all the things she could buy Ilsa. “And I hired
you three to help us do it.”


“Where does Donovan come into all of this?” Sledge asked.


“Donovan’s our team leader. She has a device called the PRU, and
that’s what opens up a time circle for us to get home. I was hoping she’d join
us, but she’s not interested.” That’s
a fucking understatement.


“Which kills your plan dead in the water unless you find Donovan
and get her to give up the location of your time stick?”


“Exactly right, Sledge.”


“That’s where I come in,” said Simson.


There was a gleeful menace in her voice that was unmistakable,
and Delaney wondered if Simson’s earlier comfort had just been words. They were
unexpected; Simson had been desperate to tear Landry apart. She seemed to be
showing her true desires again.


Sledge tipped her chin. “Is torture your specialty?”


Simson straightened up and stepped closer to Sledge. “You ask a
lot of questions for a gun whore.”


Sledge grinned. “Gun
whore. I like it. I want it on my business cards.” Her humor broke
the tension, and it dissipated as quickly as it had formed. Simson laughed and
backed away. “Hey, look, I’m just trying to understand all the angles here,
because this started off as a simple kidnapping, and now you’re talking time
travel. I’m sorry if you think I’m overstepping the mark, but I think we’re
entitled to some answers before we continue working with you.”


There were murmurs of agreement from Walker and Miller, and
Delaney nodded. “She’s right, Simson. They should ask whatever they need to ask
so we can start fresh tomorrow with everyone on board. Okay?”


“Sure.” Simson took a seat beside Sledge. “Yes. Torture is
definitely my specialty. I like making people suffer.” She thumbed at Delaney.
“But she’s pretty damn good at it, too.”


Delaney glanced away. She might be good at it, but it wasn’t
something she enjoyed like Simson. And the thought of Landry being at Simson’s
mercy was still turning her stomach. Landry had made her decision, and Delaney
knew she had no chance of changing her mind. She held fast to the new hope that
she could use Jade to break her instead of letting Simson loose.


“Is our priority finding Donovan then?”


“No. Landry will spend her days looking for Muniz and her nights
looking for us. All we need to do is concentrate our energy on finding Muniz.
He’s the key to all of this. Once we have him in our sights, Donovan will have
to come to us.”


“So we find Muniz and snatch him?”


“I wish it was that simple, Sledge. Have you seen the film where
the guy goes back in time and he’s playing guitar on the stage, but he starts
to disappear because his actions in the past mean that his mom and dad don’t
get together, so his mom never gives birth to him?”


Everyone looked lost, including Simson. “Even I’m not following,
and I know what you’re trying to say.”


“We’re only here in the past because Muniz posted the letter to
Jenkin on the Fourth of July. If we snatch Muniz before he posts the letter,
Simson, Donovan, and I will suffer an extremely painful molecular breakdown at
a cellular level. We won’t gently fade away like the guy in the movie. We’ll
slowly disintegrate in absolute agony until we’re nothing but cosmic dust on
the ground, because technically, we’d never have been sent in the first place.”


Sledge laughed. “Graphic and not something I want to see, but I
think I get it now.”


“This gig you’ve got going is going to make you a billionaire,
you say. Where does that leave us?”


Miller’s question didn’t surprise Delaney. Faced with the
revelation of time travel, she’d expected incredulity and a walkout, so this
was gentle. “The PRU’s preprogrammed to take five back to 2076. When we take
possession of it, and access Donovan’s knowledge, we’ll change that to the
number we need. That number depends on you and your decisions. Stay here and
keep working for the Cagle Gang, or come with us, and I’ll give you all the
money you can ever spend.” Ask
for too much, and I’ll have Simson kill you.


Walker was next up. “I’ll be honest, I have no affiliation to the
Cagle Gang, and they have no loyalty to us. You said it right when we first
met: we’re just whores with guns to them. What you’re saying sounds too good to
be true, and Pops always used to say, ‘If it sounds too good to be true, it
usually is.’ But my pops was an asshole, and I never cared for any of his dime
store advice. I’m with you if Miller is.”


Delaney looked to Miller, and she shrugged.


“It all sounds like the craziest motherfucking thing in the
world, and I’m not convinced that you’re some Doctor Who time-travel geek. But
yeah, you can count me in too.”


“Sledge?” For some reason, it was most important to Delaney that
Sledge was along for the ride too. Maybe she was a last tangential link to
Landry, and Delaney wanted to hang on to it. Maybe it was just because she was
a refreshing change from Simson.


“I’m not even thirty, so I’m hoping I’ll still be alive twenty
years from now. Do we have to, like, avoid our old selves? We’re not going to
‘disintegrate into cosmic dust’ if we accidentally meet, are we?”


It was a logical question, and Delaney smiled. She was happy to
have someone on the team prove they had brains as well as muscle. “The moment
we jumped into 2055, we altered the time continuum, and the only way to keep
the future the same as it was, is not to interfere with it. When you go forward
with us into 2076, you’ll be the only version of yourself in that future,
because you no longer have a physical presence in 2055.”


“What you’re saying is that we’ll lose those twenty years?”


“You haven’t had them yet, so there’s nothing to lose. We play
catch-up on the years between the mission point and our time, so you’ll be able
to find out what happens over that period, but you won’t live it.” Delaney
impressed herself. She never paid too much attention to the science of what
they did, but obviously more of it had seeped into her consciousness than she
realized. “Make sense?”


Sledge nodded. “And they won’t come out of your circle in 2076 as
decrepit sixty-year-olds?”


Delaney laughed. “Luckily not. You only age a little as you
travel forward through time, and we have regenerative technology back home that
rewinds our cellular aging process. Okay?”


“Proof of all
of that notwithstanding, I guess there’s nothing to keep me here.
And if the oldsters are up for it,” Sledge dodged a punch from Walker, “so am
I.”


Delaney exchanged a look with Simson and nodded. She ignored the
rising feeling of dread at the inevitable battle with Landry. She wished to all
hell that Landry had been as easy to convince as these three were, but they
were in it for the money. They didn’t have Landry’s moral code. Turns out,
neither did she.


Chapter Thirty-nine

 

 

 


July 2, 2055


 


Landry’s first waking thought was the one she’d fallen asleep on.
What can I do to fix
this? Delaney’s phone call was surprising and her tone was even more
so. It was as if she was in full mission character and saying the words she was
expected to utter. Is she
really sure she wants to do this? Landry couldn’t get a handle on
where Delaney’s head was at. Was this all about Ilsa, or was there really a
deeply buried ambition that had finally scrambled its way to the surface? All
of Castillo’s psych tests had missed it if that was the case. Landry’s guilt
wasn’t assuaged by any logical arguments that she couldn’t have foreseen or
stopped this from happening. The fact remained that Delaney had been
struggling. Landry had known but was sure she could help. She couldn’t have
been more wrong. She was an extractor not a psychiatrist, and it had rapidly
become clear the latter was what Delaney needed.


She quickly showered and pulled on some new clothes. Landry
packed everything else into her duffel and messenger bags. She opened the door
just as Perry was about to knock.


“Good timing. We’ll head to Union Station to store our bags in
some lockers, and then we can get started.” Landry punched the elevator call
button and stepped back. “We both cover the whole area. I’ll work clockwise.
You work counterclockwise.”


“You don’t want to split the area in two?”


“That’s what Delaney will expect. I say it’s good to have fresh
eyes on all the same zones.”


“Makes sense.”


The doors opened, and they were beckoned in by a man in full
bellhop uniform. “And where are we going today? Breakfast, reception, or the
gym?”


God, what I
wouldn’t give to hit the gym right now. “Reception, thanks.”


They said nothing else on the thirty-floor ride down. When they
were released onto the ground floor, Perry said, “I’m starving.”


“We’ll pick something up as we move. No time to take advantage of
an opulent sit-down breakfast, I’m afraid.” Landry returned their room keys to
reception, and they walked out into an already stifling heat. “I hope your
deodorant’s effective. We don’t want to make it easy for Delaney to find you.”


“Funny.”


They made quick work of the two miles to Union Station,
conversing very little and staying on high alert. They secured their bags in
separate lockers at either end of the atrium and came back together at a bagel
cart in front of the main steps. Landry ordered four pumpernickel bagels with
jalapeño schmear, four cinnamon sugars wrapped in two separate bags, and two
flat whites. She handed Perry his bagels and coffee, and he was halfway through
his first one before they sat to prepare for the day.


“There’s a hotel a few hundred yards up the road. Check in under
the name of Ashley Ross and use cash. We can’t risk using our ID or any aliases
we’ve used on any previous missions.”


Perry nodded. “But we’re still good to use our FBI creds for
inquiries around the city?”


Landry caught an escaping jalapeño on the corner of her mouth and
shoved it back before answering. “Of course. Go hard on people and really push
the urgency. I want to find Muniz by the end of today.” She took another bite
and swallowed quickly. She was hungry, and she didn’t want to waste more time than
was necessary fueling up. “Once we’ve got him, it’s just a case of babysitting
until he mails the letter.”


“Are you concerned Delaney might try to intercept him before he
does that?” Perry tucked into his second bagel after a noisy slurp of coffee.


“She may be power hungry, but she doesn’t have a death wish. She
knows the science well enough to know if she does anything before the initial
action that got us here, we’ll all be cosmic dust in the wind.” Landry tossed
the rest of her second bagel in the trash and stuffed the cinnamon bagels into
her messenger bag for a midmorning snack. She watched as Perry turned the
situation over in his mind. “You’re wondering what happens if we all find
Muniz?”


“Yep. If we find him today, what’s to stop us from making contact?”


“That would be way too risky. We simply can’t talk to him before
he mails the letter. We need him focusing on whatever the hell he was focusing
on all the way up to that time. You know better, Perry.” But you’re scared.


“I’m just trying to think around the box, Donovan. It feels like
our hands are tied, and if they find him, it’ll be like a—”


“A Mexican standoff, I know. So we plan for that eventuality.
We’ll make sure we can get out of there. This is a city with a lot of tall
buildings. We find him, and we use our FBI credentials to commandeer a few
office spaces and set up some remote surveillance. I know we’re outnumbered
two-to-one, but the environment and the tech we can make use of evens the
odds.” Perry nodded, but Landry could see he was still uncertain.


“I guess we’ll see.”


Landry put her hand on his shoulder. “We’ve got this. We can
easily neutralize the goons she’s hired. I’ve got a self-storage unit, and we
can stow them there while we complete the mission. We’ll do the same to them
all if we have to. Our priority is securing Muniz. Just de-personalize it and
think of Delaney and Simson as obstacles we have to overcome. Imagine they’ve
always been part of the problem with this mission, okay?”


“Okay. I’ve got a question…”


“Go.”


“Are we taking Delaney and Simson home, or are you dealing with
them here?”


It was just about the only question she didn’t want to answer.
“We have to take them home. We can’t just leave them here and hope the
consequences to the time continuum are manageable.” She’d need some powerful
sedatives to get them through the time circle, but it was what Jenkin and her
mom would want. In principle, it was easy enough to say. The actuality of it
might prove to be more difficult.


“What will happen to them? They haven’t broken any laws, as such,
and Pulsus has no legal jurisdiction…to do anything.”


Landry shrugged. “That’s for the board to decide. It’s not our
decision to make, so we stick to our mission, get Muniz, and take everybody
home that’s supposed to go home.” She had no idea what Jenkin would want to do.
Everything Perry said was right. Pulsus would have no right to do anything to them
other than fire them. And they couldn’t risk that in case they went to the
press. Would her mom mind wipe the two of them back to their time before Pulsus
and then dump them in another part of the country, none the wiser? She hadn’t
known Pulsus without Delaney. Will
I miss you? Landry got up and hitched her bag over her shoulder.
“Check in every three hours, and call me if you get anything promising.”


Perry finished the last of his coffee and stood. “See you tonight
at the Black Rose?”


“Ten sharp. Good luck.” Landry watched him leave before she
headed in the opposite direction. She liked the way her plan sounded. She only
hoped it would turn out to be that simple.


Chapter Forty

 

 

 


Delaney and Simson drove the other three to their zones and
left them with instructions to check in every two hours with updates. Sledge
asked to go with Delaney, but she’d refused her request. She was something of a
distraction, and Delaney needed to be on top of her game if she had any chance
of beating Landry to Muniz. She also wanted to keep her mind on Ilsa and all
the reasons she’d found to walk this path.


Landry and Perry would have to cover the entire area between
them, and Delaney figured Landry would take her own and Delaney’s zone. She
knew Landry would want to be the one to come across Delaney. She was sure
Landry wouldn’t trust Perry to follow protocol…although there was no official
protocol for this eventuality. Delaney felt Landry would want to take her and
Simson back home, despite what she’d said on the phone last night. Landry’s
moral code wouldn’t allow her to do anything less.


She’d wondered if they should stay together as a group now that
Landry and Perry knew who they were up against, but the odds were still in
their favor, and everyone had strict instructions not to engage Muniz or
Landry. Perry was a different matter. She needed to eliminate that problem and
isolate Landry completely. And though Delaney admired his loyalty to Pulsus,
she was irritated that he’d hoodwinked them. She felt betrayed. She knew it was
unreasonable, but she’d rather he’d refused her offer when she made it. It was
a matter of survival, but Delaney didn’t care. She wanted to punish him, more
for herself than anyone else. She had nothing to prove to Simson or the others.
There was just a plain desire for revenge that she had to satisfy. Delaney
didn’t want to analyze what that really meant and whether she was turning into
the “bad guy” Miller had originally taken her for.


She thought back to the phone conversation last night. Landry was
quick to anger, which was understandable. Delaney had backed her into a corner
and made her lash out at her best friend. But
if she really is
my best friend, she should be with me in this. Shouldn’t she?


“If we’re lucky enough to come across Donovan and or Perry, how
do we get them back to base?”


Delaney was glad for the interruption. “Frankie supplied me with
a little kit of drugs and surgical supplies.” Most of it was effectively a
combat first aid kit. Delaney had been thinking of Landry when she was
selecting what Frankie had called her “added value extras.” Sedatives, pain
killers, wound dressings, everything Delaney might need to tend to Landry once
Simson got her hands on her. “I’ll stay with them while you pick up the van.
Our ID means any questions from suspicious onlookers can be easily handled.
We’ll call in Sledge, and she can babysit while we keep looking for Muniz.”


“Look for Muniz in the day and work on Donovan during the night.
I hope the drugs she gave you included something for my stamina.”


“It’s a comprehensive kit, but catching Donovan is going to be
harder than you’re thinking it will be.” Delaney pointed to a parking lot sign.
“There it is. Pull in.”


Simson swung the van onto the steep downward drive. “You don’t
think we can catch her?”


Delaney could be honest with Simson. “If Donovan doesn’t want to be found, we
don’t stand a fucking chance. We don’t have anywhere near enough people to
launch that kind of hunt. That’s why we’re concentrating on finding Muniz. If
we get to him first, Donovan has
to come to us. She won’t even contemplate going home without him.” They got out
of the van and headed for the elevator. “That’s our only play.”


“And what about us? What does she think she’s doing with us?”


“That won’t matter as long as we get to Muniz first.”


The elevator arrived, and a young couple holding hands emerged,
giggling and obviously enjoying each other’s company. Delaney thought about
having Ilsa in her arms. It already felt like they’d been apart for years, and
she couldn’t wait to get this mission complete so she could rescue her. Despite
the dark and dreadful circumstances of their environment, they’d shared so many
beautiful moments together. It was almost as if the rest of the world didn’t
exist outside of their cabin. Ilsa made Delaney feel human again. They entered
the elevator, and Simson pushed for the ground floor.


“I know it’s not going to happen, but I’ve been thinking about
it. Pulsus can’t do shit even if Donovan did take us back. They can’t keep us
as prisoners on the island. They’d have to let us go, wouldn’t they?”


“Knowing what we know, you think they’d just let us get on the
train and live happily ever after? You’re deluded, Sims. At the very least,
they’d wipe our minds to back before we were recruited.” That didn’t sound like
such a bad option. She’d lose over eighty years’ worth of missions, and her
nightmares would disappear. Sure, she’d done some questionable “sin-eating” in
the military but that hadn’t given her nightmares like her time with Pulsus
had.


“I hadn’t thought of that. It’s still illegal to do it against
our will, though.”


“They did it to Donovan’s girlfriend and got away with it, and
she was a civilian. We signed away our rights when we signed our contract with
them. Simple. Going back to Pulsus any other way than the way we planned is not
an option.” And Ilsa is
worth fighting for…even when the battle is against my best friend?
Delany slammed her fist into the elevator wall, and it shook the unit. “Shut
the fuck up!”


“Jesus, Delaney. What did I say?”


“Nothing.” I
just need to simplify everything. She was beginning to feel
fragmented, like she was being pulled in opposite directions by two equally strong
horses. Am I strong
enough to keep it together?


She stuffed her clenched fists into her pockets and stepped out
on West Monroe. It was hot, and Delaney cursed the need for a jacket to conceal
the Sig in its shoulder holster.


“Do you want me to take the opposite side of the road?”


“Yeah. We’ll cover each other whenever we’re in a location of
interest. Stay focused, Sims. I’m pretty sure they’ll split up, but we have to
consider that maybe Donovan will try to do things differently to keep us
guessing. She and Perry may stick together for safety. But I’m hoping we’ve set
enough panic in motion that they’re focusing on time rather than safety.”
Delaney tapped the phone in her jeans pocket. “You’ve got your phone on
vibrate?”


Simson nodded. “Looks like it might be the only action I’m
getting on this mission. I think Sledge is hung up on you.”


Delaney shrugged. “I’m taken. And as soon as we get this mission
done with, I’ll be going straight back to Germany to bring her home.” Delaney
punched Simson on the shoulder. “I’m sure you can persuade Sledge to give you a
shot. She seems pretty eager to enjoy anything and everything.”


“Do you think she’s straight up?”


“Meaning?” Delaney had picked up nothing but good vibes from
Sledge.


Simson sighed. “I don’t know. She asks a lot of questions.”


“You’re overthinking. She’s young and enthusiastic, that’s all.
She’s what we need.” Delaney waited for Simson to nod her agreement before she
continued. “Time to get to work. We need to find Muniz today.”


She watched Simson cross the road and head straight into a
grocery store pharmacist on the corner of South Jefferson. Delaney tucked
herself into the set back glass entry to a nondescript office building and
began twenty-second scans of the street. A security guard stepped out of the
glass doors and stood in front of her, blocking her vision.


“Can I help you, ma’am?”


There’s
that fucking “ma’am” again. “Yeah, you can move out of my way,
thanks.”


“Perhaps I wasn’t clear. We don’t like people hanging around our
entrance. I need you to move along.”


Delaney clenched her fists inside her pockets. The guy was being
an aggressive asshole, and his tone of voice was all kinds of wrong. He was
about Delaney’s height and a similar build. She forced a smile and craned her
neck to see around him. She didn’t have time for this. It was tempting to
execute a downward front kick on his locked knee and see him crumble to the
ground in crippling agony. She pulled out her ID and flipped it open, amused at
how he jumped back a few steps at her small movement. “I’ll move along when I’m
ready. Now get out of my face and go back inside…please.”


He leaned slightly closer. “Oh, I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t
realize.” He stepped aside and moved to reenter his building.


“You didn’t realize you were being a judgmental prick?” Delaney
asked, not looking at him or stopping her scanning. A small part of her hoped
she and the team might run into him in the next couple of evenings, preferably
down a dark alley. It had been a while since she’d taught a bigot a lesson. He stopped,
but perhaps thought better of it, and disappeared without another word.


Simson emerged from the pharmacy and signaled she had nothing.
Delaney nodded and pocketed her ID. Was Landry having more luck already? Where are you, Landry?


Chapter Forty-one

 

 

 


I’d
make an excellent spy. Nelida sat on the uncomfortable concrete
bench outside the Thompson Center with a copy of the Chicago Tribune. From her position, she
could see the intersection where her new favorite pizza takeout resided.
Yesterday, Nelida had watched her new friend leave after their all too brief
conversation and waited a few moments before she too left to see which
direction he’d headed.


Her next project now had a name: Lyman Muniz. He hadn’t given her
this information voluntarily, of course. He was far too coy for that, but she’d
managed to catch a glimpse of his driver’s license when he’d opened his wallet
to put the pizzeria’s business card inside it. She’d also noted the strange
lack of plastic, with just one lonely bank card. Their conversation yesterday
hadn’t gone beyond his interest in her travel plans, and she could tell there
was no way she could jump into inviting him for a drink one evening. This one
was going to take some drawing in.


Nelida had no idea what he was hiding, but she was sure he was
hiding something. Or perhaps he was just paranoid and on medication. Whatever
it was, it mattered not. He was still going to be her next masterpiece. It was
clear she’d have to wait for him, and that was fine. She’d never had to wait
for anything in her life, so the anticipation was an exquisite and unusual
feeling.


Right on time, luscious Lyman appeared from the mouth of North
Clark Street, crossed the road, and entered Uno Duo. She uncrossed her legs and
settled her feet on the ground. It felt weirdly close to the soles of her feet
in the Converse flats she’d chosen to wear. She was usually never out of heels,
though they did give her a little trouble negotiating her footing when dragging
a two-hundred-pound unconscious man into her workshop. But Nelida had no idea
how far Lyman traveled each day to his favorite pizza place, and from the way
he’d moved yesterday, she could see she might have trouble keeping up with him.
She didn’t need heels slowing her down.


Nelida flicked through the paper nonchalantly, not particularly
paying attention to the articles until she saw one on the Cagle Gang. She was
struck by the beauty and poise of the woman purported to be their leader,
Frankie Calvin. She looked like a woman Nelida would like to be friends with.
They could discuss their latest exploits over espressos and trade killing
methods over Thai food. The article accused Calvin of killing an informant in a
most ingenious way. The man had been stripped naked and stretched taut over ten
bamboo shoots, including one beneath his bottom. Over the next six hours, the
shoots grew six to eight inches, piercing his body and growing through him. One
pierced his thigh, hamstring, and eventually, his inguinal artery. The shoots
were removed, and they estimated he took another hour to bleed out. Nelida had
no idea bamboo grew so fast, but she appreciated Calvin’s artistry. It was far
better than death by baseball bat or a bullet to the head. She was really
sending a message: “Fuck with me, and I’ll make you suffer in ways you can’t
even imagine.” Yes, Frankie Calvin was definitely someone Nelida would
appreciate as a friend.


Lyman emerged from the pizzeria and headed back down North Clark.
Oh, the thrill of the
chase. Nelida folded her newspaper, tucked it beneath her arm, and
set off in pursuit.


Chapter Forty-two

 

 

 


The whole day had been a bust. Landry had covered the entire
zone five times with no luck, and Perry’s check-ins had yielded nothing
positive. Around three, she’d had a possible match at a pizza place on the
corner of North Clark and West Randolph, but the guy said she’d be better off
speaking to Bob, the owner, and he’d gone off shift for the day. It was thin,
but Landry would make it her first lunch stop tomorrow. She hadn’t shared the
lead with Perry and wouldn’t until it was solid.


For now, she and Perry were outside the WoodBack Bar watching the
influx of interesting characters. A survey of the area via Google Earth had
given them a full rundown of the exits, dead ends, and escape routes if
anything went wrong. Their rendezvous point was Lincoln Park Zoo. Landry hoped
they wouldn’t need it. On their approach, Landry had noticed the undercover
cops staking the place out in an unmarked F-150 pickup truck. She was careful
not to make eye contact with either of the officers as they passed. The last
thing they needed was to be taken in on a suspicion of working with the Cagle
Gang. Landry crushed the cigarette she’d lit and not smoked, beneath her boot.
“Let’s do this.”


Perry nodded and stood. He tossed the brown paper-wrapped bottle
he’d been drinking water from in the trash can. The inside of the bar was as
clichéd as expected, with groups of suspicious looking people huddled around
circular tables as if planning their next big job. Hosts of all manner of the
gender spectrum worked the room in various costumes, all of which screamed
their availability for purchase. Landry recognized Louie from the coffee house.
She was dressed in a tight white tank, faded blue jeans, and was obviously
packing. With her close-cropped hair and lithe but bordering on skinny
physique, Landry suspected Louie earned a fair amount working the WoodBack’s
mixed clientele, and she wondered if she was doing it for some noble cause like
putting herself through college. Louie caught Landry staring, and her smile was
genuine. She strutted over with far more confidence than she’d shown yesterday.


“Tyler.” She draped her arm over Landry’s shoulders and kissed
her on the lips. “I was hoping I’d see you again.”


Landry wrapped her arms around Louie’s waist and pulled her in
close. “Which one’s the act: the barista or the stud?”


Louie pressed her lips to Landry’s ear and whispered, “Both. But
you knew that already.”


Perry raised his eyebrows and shook his head. “I’ll get drinks.”


“Can you get us a table, Louie?” Louie being there was a stroke
of luck and could be an easy in with the management.


Louie pushed her crotch onto Landry’s thigh. “I can get you
anything you want tonight. Come with me.”


Louie took Landry’s hand and led her to a private booth by the
wall that was curtained off. She pulled it back to reveal a blood red,
crescent-shaped couch and a clear Plexiglas table.


She motioned toward Perry. “He’s not with you, is he?” Louie asked and squeezed
Landry’s ass.


“What do you think?”


“I want to think you’re all kinds of queer, but I know looks can
be deceptive.”


Landry sat on the edge of the seat. Louie immediately sat in her
lap and ground her ass into Landry’s crotch. “He’s with me, but we’re not
together. I don’t know that I’m ‘all kinds of queer,’ but I am as gay as they
come.”


“I’d like to make you come.” Louie turned around and straddled
Landry. Her flexibility was impressive. She ran her hands along Landry’s neck
and down the V of her shirt.


Landry pushed away the invasive thoughts of comparing Louie’s
touch to Jade’s caress. This
is the job. She placed her hands on Louie’s thighs. “I’ve never paid
for sex, and I’m not about to start now, no matter how sexy you are.”


Louie took Landry’s hand and pressed it onto her cock. “You don’t
pay for anything here other than the alcohol. All
of the entertainment is free.”


Perry returned, placed their beers on the table, and sat. He
tapped Louie on the shoulder, and she turned to face him. “Do you have a friend
that might be willing to play with me?” he asked.


“What do you like?” Louie asked, and she pushed her crotch harder
onto Landry.


“I like a lady with nice big tits, a shapely ass you can really
grab a hold of, and a willing pussy…a lot like my friend does.”


Louie turned back to Landry and looked disappointed. “Is that
your type?”


Landry shook her head. “He’s just kidding. I don’t have a type.”
She paused and tapped Louie’s package. “But I certainly don’t take this.”


Louie pouted and looked as though she was trying to affect a look
of rejection. She glanced away and motioned to a woman much in the vein of
Perry’s description. “Meet Candy.”


Candy slipped onto the seat beside Perry and draped her legs over
his. “Hi, big boy.”


Louie turned her attention back to Landry while Perry and Candy
got friendly. She kissed Landry’s neck. “If I took it off, would you fuck me?”


Landry caught hold of Louie’s short hair and pulled her head
back. “If you like being a boi, you could leave it on as long as your harness
gives me full access to all
of you.” The words came out so easily. Part of her was glad she was still able
to do whatever the mission needed, but part of her felt deceitful. Do I have to tell Jade what I’ve
done?


Louie swallowed hard. “You know how to treat a boi like me?”


Landry took Louie’s wrists and pushed her hands behind her back.
Louie’s arousal radiated from her like a heat shimmer on a desert road. Over
her shoulder, Landry recognized Frankie Calvin from the newspapers. She was in
the far corner of the bar, flanked by two cohorts. The table had a floor-length
covering, and Landry suspected there was a shelf beneath it with a multitude of
weapons that could be quickly accessed if necessary. “Of course I do. And
you’re sure you’re free entertainment?”


Louie licked her lips and nodded. “You can ask the boss.”


Too easy.
“I wouldn’t mind having a conversation with her, as it happens. I need some
information, and I hear she’s the one to speak to in this city if you need
anything.”


“You’ve got that right. I can ask if she’ll let you come over,
but it’ll cost you a kiss.”


Landry released Louie’s arms, took a bunch of her tank in her
hand, and pulled her close. She felt Louie’s hands on her biceps, and as she
kissed her, Louie moved her hand inside Landry’s jacket. Landry caught hold of
her wrist, but it was too late, and Louie had already felt the butt of Landry’s
pistol. “Little bois don’t play with that kind of toy.”


Louie smiled knowingly. “I knew you were a dangerous one, Tyler.”


“And that’s exactly why you ran over like an excited puppy when
you saw me come in.” Landry pushed Louie onto the edge of her knees and
squeezed her small breasts. “Now, be a good boi and see if you can introduce me
to your Mistress.”


Louie sighed. “You do
know how to treat a boi like me.”


 


*****


 


After the expected pat down and the loss of their weapons, Landry
took the seat on the edge of the couch after Candy, Perry, and Louie had slid
along it. Frankie offered her hand, and Landry shook it firmly.


“My boi tells me you need some information?”


Landry nodded. “I do. Perhaps we could speak somewhere more
privately?”


Frankie laughed softly, but she made it sound decidedly menacing.
Landry saw two of her people move their hands beneath the table, and she
glanced at Perry. She was glad to see he didn’t react and simply continued to
enjoy Candy’s attention.


“This is perfectly private, I can assure you. Everyone present
knows not to repeat a single thing they hear between these walls. It’s a
sanctuary of sorts.”


Frankie looked hard at Landry for a long moment, as if trying to
see beyond her eyes and into her thoughts. She turned her attention to Perry
and did the same.


“You’re an odd couple. Tell me about yourselves.”


It was clear Frankie was used to being in control, of everything. Landry had
to be careful how she played this one. “My name’s Tyler Scott, and this is my
colleague, Ashley Ross. We’re looking for someone who might’ve come your way.
Her name’s Delaney, but she might be going by the name Jo Daley. She runs with
a big woman, not unlike the two you have on the front and back doors to this
place.” Landry looked for recognition on Frankie’s face, but her expression
didn’t falter. You’re
good, Ms. Calvin.


“Why do you think I might have any information on your friends?”
She picked up her phone and absently-mindedly tapped on it for a moment. Her
gaze never left Landry. She placed the device on the table and returned to the
conversation. “They are
your friends, aren’t they, Tyler?”


Landry stopped the physical reaction of her jaw clenching. She was my best friend.
“No, Ms. Calvin. They’re not our friends.”


“Please, you must call me Frankie. Especially if we’re going to
do some business this evening.” She sucked on her thin cigarette and blew the
smoke Perry’s way. “Why are you looking for them?”


Because I
need to take them out and get them back to 2076 before they do any more damage.
“They were sent here to do a job. A job we need to stop them from doing, and
I’d really appreciate any help you might be able to offer us.” Louie traced
patterns on Landry’s back and thigh, and Landry’s body responded without her
consent. She shivered and placed her hand over Louie’s to stop her caress.


“The job they’re doing, what is it?”


Frankie was slow and languid in her speech. It was clear she was
in no hurry and wouldn’t be rushed or dismissed without the full story. What
had Delaney told her? The truth, maybe? Everything but the time travel?
“They’re trying to kidnap a very important scientist. It’s a corporate
espionage gig.”


“Really? How intriguing and unusual. It’s very different from my
usual sphere of business. Why do you think they’d come to me?”


Landry took a breath. You’re
toying with me. “I was in an altercation with two of Daley’s new
friends. They had your business cards in their wallets. It wasn’t a leap to
assume Daley had paid you for their services.”


Frankie smiled, perhaps at Landry’s description of her
interaction with her goons. She seemed impressed.


“An altercation? And you came out on top?”


Landry felt Louie shudder beside her and smiled. Louie slipped
her hand beneath Landry’s shirt and followed the contours of her back muscles
while she murmured appreciatively in Landry’s ear. She nodded. “I did. They
weren’t particularly well trained.” It was a gamble to push Frankie to consider
that her mercs weren’t as good as she thought they were.


“And you are?”


“I get by.”


“Why do you want to keep the scientist safe?”


“It’s what I’ve been paid to do. And I believe he should be able
to continue his research without being forced to do so at gunpoint.” Her words
were convincing because they were the truth. At least partly. Landry hadn’t
considered what Muniz might want. She’d assumed he wouldn’t want to die at the
hands of a psychopathic killer, for sure, but would he want to go forward to
2076? He had no family to speak of, and it seemed he lived in fear and paranoia
about his work. Would it be a relief to be taken to the safety of Pulsus?


“What are you offering for information that might lead you to
your goal?”


Are you
just buying time? Landry ran a quick scan in her head of their
conversation from the moment they’d sat down. Frankie had picked up her phone
as soon as Landry had mentioned Delaney and Simson. Had she sent them a
message? Landry looked across at Perry. She ran her hand through her hair,
their signal that something was off. He disengaged from Candy and sat up a
little straighter. “I was hoping we could come to a mutually beneficial
arrangement.”


“Let’s say that I have
met your…competitor. What kind of reputation do you think I’d have if I rolled
over to the highest bidder and gave them up?”


Landry swung her legs out from under the table and stood. “You’re
absolutely right, Frankie. We made a mistake, and I apologize.” Landry motioned
to Perry to join her. “We should leave.”


“What’s the sudden hurry, Tyler?” Frankie nodded to the guy
beside Candy, who reached over her and put his hand on Perry’s shoulder,
indicating that he shouldn’t move. “Perhaps you’re right, and I should back
you. They promised they wouldn’t make a mess in my city, and yet, here you are, digging around
and asking questions.”


Landry shook her head and pulled Louie to her feet, clearing the
way for Perry. “No. I can’t ask you to do that. Reputation is everything in
this business.” Landry glanced at the rear exit. The two women guarding it
didn’t seem concerned with Landry, and if she and Perry plowed through them,
they’d be out onto the alley in seconds. A quick sprint, a ten-foot metal fence
to scale, and they’d be able to disappear up the side alley out onto the busy
main street. She looked over her shoulder to the front door. The two women were
gone, but there were at least twenty people between them and an escape. “Thanks
for your time, but I think we’ll just take our entertainment to a booth and
enjoy them.” Landry drew Louie in to kiss her neck.


“There’s a chain on the fire exit door, but there’s an axe in the
closet on your left through the double doors,” Louie whispered quietly before
she pulled away. “Frankie? Can we go play? Tyler’s promised to take care of all my holes.”


Landry caught sight of two familiar figures coming through the
front door in her peripheral vision. Fuck.
“Delaney,” Landry shouted to Perry. She saw him lift the table as he jumped up
and flipped it over toward Frankie and her two henchmen. Landry released Louie
and ran for the back exit. She saw the two guards reach into their jackets, and
she launched herself at them. Her boot made contact with one of their chests,
while her forearm smashed into the face of the other one, and they stumbled to
their knees. Landry executed an axe kick on the one to her right, and she fell
to the floor, unconscious. The second one grabbed at Landry, but she caught
hold of her wrist, twisted her hand up and toward her shoulder, and applied
enough pressure to snap her wrist. She crumpled in agony, and Landry pushed
through the doors.


She quickly opened the closet on the left, and just as Louie had
promised, a hefty axe hung on two nails. Landry grasped the handle to remove it
and swung it at the padlock on the heavy chain fixed to the exit bar. It took
two more solid hits before it gave way. She pushed the doors and the warm night
air beckoned her to an escape. She sprinted to the metal fencing and scaled it
easily. As Landry jumped to the ground and rolled back up to continue running,
she glanced behind her, expecting to see Perry barreling toward the gate. There
was no sign of him.


Landry hesitated. She had no weapon. She was outrageously
outnumbered. She couldn’t possibly go back. A clutch of Frankie’s thugs emerged
from the bar brandishing guns. It was enough motivation to push Landry into a
decision, and she ran down the closest alley onto North Halstead. She dodged
through the throng onto the road and didn’t look back. She heard the shouts and
noises of a chase for the first half mile or so, but they faded until all she
could hear was the pumping of her heart as it strained to keep up with the pace
she set. She felt her phone vibrate in her pocket but ignored it. Landry ran
until her legs felt like they had steel rods instead of muscles, but she didn’t
stop until she got to the gates of the zoo. She scrambled up the entry wall,
stood on the copper lion’s back, and jumped to a thick branch on the tree
beside the wall. She climbed high enough to be out of sight, settled in a spot
where she could see anyone approaching from either direction, and rested.


Maybe Perry had escaped through the front door. Landry pulled out
her phone, saw the call had been from Delaney, and that she’d left a message.
She lifted it to her ear.


Landry,
we’ve got Perry. No one needs to get hurt here. All you have to do is come back
to the bar and give yourself up. We can work everything out…don’t make me do
something you’ll regret.


Landry slipped the phone back into her pocket and leaned back
against the twisted branches of the tree. With Perry in their custody and no
hot leads on Muniz, Landry was isolated. The odds weren’t just stacked against
her, they were bricking her in. She closed her eyes and worked hard to control
her breathing. She thought of Jade and all her worries about the job Landry was
committed to. Landry could never have envisaged it might end up like this;
Delaney had professed her love not so long ago, and now she was betraying their
friendship completely. She began to consider her options. Was returning to
Pulsus the only sane choice? The whole mission would be a waste of both the
money and the finite resources used to make time travel possible. But if she
stayed, she ran the risk of being caught by Delaney, and the PRU falling into
her hands could be disastrous. No, she had to find Muniz and take him back.
That was the mission, and she’d complete it. She didn’t know what this new
version of Delaney was capable of, but she wanted to believe it wouldn’t be
murder. As long as Delaney could maintain control of her team, Perry could be
safe. Won’t he?


Landry shook her head. Who
am I kidding? With Simson beside Delaney, there was no predicting
what they’d do with Perry. She opened her eyes and looked out onto the darkness
of the lake. This is what
I’m trained to do. She blew away the fog of her relationship with
Jade. Thinking about her wouldn’t help right now. Landry needed to find Muniz
tomorrow and retake control of the situation. Perry knew the risks of these
missions. They all did. I
just didn’t expect it to come from the inside.


Chapter Forty-three
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Simson broke Perry in far less time than Delaney had expected.
Sledge and the others watched and participated while Delaney emptied a bottle
of bourbon and tried to block out the all too familiar sounds of pain and
suffering.


She and Simson had waited at the WoodBack for three hours after
Delaney had called Landry. She didn’t know whether to be surprised or not that
Landry didn’t come back. The mission was everything to Landry, and it always
had been. Delaney shouldn’t really expect anything different just because she’d
gone off the reservation. But surely Landry couldn’t think she had any chance
of winning this one.


“Do they have any leads on Muniz?”


Simson wiped her gloved hands on a pale towel and stained it with
Perry’s blood. “They’ve got nothing. Just like us.”


She tossed the towel to Miller, and Delaney noticed Sledge was
the only one not wearing gloves. Her hands showed no evidence of contact with
Perry though; no bruises, blood, or swelling. Do
you just like to watch? “He’s given up his location?”


“Yeah. A hotel up from Union Station, but Donovan’s staying
elsewhere, and he has no idea where.”


Delaney looked at Perry for the first time since she’d entered
the workshop. He was crumpled unconscious on the oily, dirty floor. His arms
and legs were still bound, but he’d been released from the makeshift rack
Simson had constructed from the hoist that had previously been used to lift the
engines from cars. Simson had obviously combined the suspension torture with a
severe beating looking at the copious amounts of Perry’s blood on his
half-naked body and the floor. Delaney wondered how much damage Simson had done
to his tendons and joints before he started answering her questions. “Does he
have anything in the hotel?”


Simson shook her head. “He says there’s just a few clothes and
his FBI ID. He’s got a locker at Union Station, and so does Donovan, but she
made sure they did them separately, and he has no idea where hers is.”


“Do you know where his hotel is?” Delaney asked Miller.


“Sure. Do you want us to go over there?”


“Yeah. Take Sledge and Walker, and be careful. Before you move anything, take photos
of everything.
Tear the room apart. Look behind wall art, check for loose floorboards, and
search the toilet.”


“He said there’s nothing there, boss. Don’t you believe him?”
Walker asked.


“I like to be thorough. We don’t know whether Donovan hid
something there without his knowledge.”


Simson stuck her boot beneath Perry’s chest and flipped him over.
He grunted in muted pain. “Do you want me to ask him if Donovan was ever in his
room?”


“No. I don’t want you wasting any more time on him. It sounds
like you’ve got everything you’re going to get.” The sight of Perry in that
state bothered her, so she turned back to Walker. “Get going now. Strip the room
and send me the photos. By the time you’ve finished, it’ll be time to get back
on Muniz’s trail.” They all looked tired. None of them had slept since six a.m.
the previous morning, and she wouldn’t be allowing any rest until they’d
located Muniz. “Simson will give you whatever you need to keep going.” Up to
now, Delaney had limited herself to alcohol to numb the tiredness, but she
expected to succumb to something stronger by the end of the day. She needed all
the energy she could get to chase down Landry, and maybe she could numb the
conflicting emotions battling for supremacy in her head and heart.


Delaney returned to find Simson positioning Perry on a chair and
securing his limbs with zip ties. She sat on the edge of a work bench and
practiced her gun-spinning. 


“What’re you going to do with him?”


Delaney forced herself to look at Perry. He was barely conscious,
but the hatred in his eyes burned bright. If she was struggling to handle
seeing Perry after Simson had done her work, how was she going to cope once
they captured Landry? “That depends on how Donovan responds to our next
contact.” Perry’s fate was in Landry’s hands, not hers. Delaney was doing what
she needed to do to get the job done. Landry could save Perry if she wanted to.
It would be her
fault if he lived or died, not Delaney’s.


“She won’t give herself up…you know that, right?”


“We’ll see, won’t we?” Delaney pulled her phone, dialed Landry,
and put her on speakerphone. It rang just once before she answered.


“What the fuck are you doing, Delaney?”


She expected Landry’s anger, but it still stung. She wasn’t
shouting, but she didn’t need to. Delaney knew exactly how Landry must be
feeling. Alone and betrayed. “What I need to do. You’re not making it any
easier.”


“I should make it easy for you? Have you gone totally crazy?”


Delaney ignored the question she’d been asking herself all night.
In fact, since she’d got to Chicago, that question wasn’t far from her
thoughts. “You’re completely alone, Landry. You know you can’t win this.”


“Stay away, Donovan,” Perry rasped weakly.


Delaney suspected Simson had damaged his windpipe during his
torture. Landry wouldn’t have heard it. Simson jumped off the bench and cuffed
his head with the butt of her gun.


“It’s not too late to join me.”


“I don’t understand what’s happened to you. I can’t join you, and you
know that. But you can put an end to all of this. Let Perry go. Lay low, and
let us finish the mission. I’ll take you home, Del.”


Home? I
don’t even know where home is right now.


Simson shook her head as if to warn Delaney not to even consider
the offer. “Perry’s not in any state to go anywhere.”


“What does she mean, Del? What have you done to him?”


Delaney pressed her finger to her lips to quiet Simson. She
turned the speaker off and put the phone to her ear. “We wanted information,
and Perry wasn’t being fully cooperative. You know Simson’s methods.” You’ll be experiencing them
personally.


“He’s your colleague, Del. How could you let her do that? This
isn’t you—”


“What the fuck do you know about me, Donovan? You don’t know
shit.” Delaney ignored Simson’s huge grin and strode across the room to Perry.


“You’re wrong. We’re best friends, Del. I do know you, and we can
work this out. But you have to stop what you’re doing. You have to put a leash
on Simson.”


Delaney grabbed Simson’s wrist and raised it to Perry’s head,
leveling her gun at his temple. I
don’t think I can stop…I don’t want to stop. “No. It’s too late for
that. I’ll find Muniz, and then you’ll have to come to me. You’ll give up the
PRU one way or another, Donovan.” Stop
this. Delaney knocked the heel of her hand to the side of her head.
One side of this internal argument had to stop. “There’s a gun to Perry’s head.
Give yourself up, or he dies.”


Simson’s eyes widened, and Delaney shook her head, indicating she
was bluffing.


“You’ve got what you needed from him. There’s no need to kill
him.”


“I need you, Donovan. I need the PRU. Send me your location so we
can pick you up, and Perry gets to live.”


“This is crazy, Del. You know I can’t do that.”


“Pulsus is more important than Perry’s life? He’s your colleague
too, Donovan. How can you do this to him?”


“Don’t put this on me, Delaney. You’re the one in control here.”


Delaney shook her head. Perry looked at her defiantly, and she
punched him across the jaw. “No, Donovan. You’re in control, just like you
always are. If you give yourself up, Perry lives. If you choose loyalty to
Pulsus, he dies. Your choice.”


“Don’t do this. There’s no going back if you pull the trigger.”


“Five…four…”


“Jesus, Del. Think about what you’re doing, and why you’re doing
it. Come back with me, and we’ll talk to the board together. Bigger missions
are a good idea. They just need some time to work out the logistics.”


Delaney smiled as Landry’s voice became more desperate. She’ll give herself up. She has to.
“Three…”


“Think of everything we’ve been through together, Del. Don’t
throw your life away.”


“It’s not my life you’re bargaining with. Two…”


“Please don’t do this. Come back to me, Del.”


“One…”


“We’ll work out how to get Ilsa back to you.”


Ilsa.
Delaney thought of her sweet taste at the exact moment Simson pulled the
trigger, and Perry’s skull exploded, splattering blood and bone across the
floor. Delaney dropped the phone, and it smashed onto the concrete. “WHAT THE
FUCK?”


Simson looked perplexed. “You counted down, and Donovan didn’t
give herself up…”


“And you pulled the fucking trigger?” Delaney staggered backward
and collapsed onto a nearby chair. Perry’s dead eyes stared beyond her. Delaney
could see the star-like exit wound created from the hard contact gunshot.
Black. Gray. White. Pink. Red. The number of colors of brain was staggering.
Delaney vomited, not so much from a reaction to the scene before her, but more
from the realization that they’d just crossed the point of no return.


Chapter Forty-four

 

 

 


Landry let her phone fall on the bed. The sound was
unmistakable. It had been no bluff. Landry had heard enough gunshots to know
the subtle differences in sound. From a hard to loose contact shot through the
head or body, from a gun shot in the air to a round put through a pillow, each
had its own distinct sound, and to the seasoned ear, couldn’t be faked.


She dropped to the bed and put her head in her hands. This is all my fault.
Delaney was right. Landry was the one in control and had been all along. She
was the one responsible for her team. She was the one who’d made the wrong
choices, and they started when she let Delaney come on the Dr. Cancer Cure
mission. Landry had made the mistakes, and now they’d cost Perry his life.


Landry glanced through the glass door of the mini bar and saw the
neat lines of vodka and bourbon beckoning her to oblivion. That was where it
started for Delaney, and Landry had to stay in control. She 

had to be cool and calm, and alcohol wasn’t going to help that. She couldn’t
make any more mistakes. She had to find Muniz and take him back to Pulsus. As
much as it pained her to give up, Delaney and Simson would have to wait.
Whatever havoc they might cause when left in this time, she and a new team
could undo with the next mission. But there wouldn’t be a next mission unless
she successfully completed this one.


There’s no
saving you. Landry had offered Delaney an out. She wasn’t sure if it
had been sincere. If Delaney had surrendered, would she have taken them all
back to Pulsus and not reported them? Would she have expected them both to
resign their positions and leave quietly, along with their golden gag: the ten
million dollar payoff that came with a free memory wipe?


She stopped herself. There was no room to consider what Delaney
had just done. She’d chosen her path, and it would be up to the board to decide
how to handle it. She pulled her pocket watch from her jeans and pushed away
the pang of melancholy that surfaced. Usually it was in memory of Adelita Lake,
the woman it had belonged to. Now it was remembering that Delaney had taken the
time to rescue it to give to Landry because she knew she loved pocket watches. You can’t be completely gone,
Delaney.


Eight a.m. Time for a quick shower before she headed out to find
Muniz. She was glad she hadn’t told Perry about the possible sighting at the
pizza place. God knows what they’d done to him to get the limited information
he had. And that’s what
I’ll be facing if I don’t find Muniz before they do. Landry didn’t want
to consider the possibility. The pain of torture wasn’t her worry. Never seeing
Jade again, that was something she wasn’t certain she could bear.


 


*****


 


Landry made use of her FBI credentials to set up surveillance
from the third floor of the office building opposite Uno Duo Pizzeria. The previous
four hours covering another zone had yielded nothing, and she was getting
desperate.


“Can I get you a coffee or maybe some water?”


The young secretary had a West Coast accent that would usually
have Landry asking where he was from and how he’d ended up in Chicago. She’d
always found the journeys of other people interesting; why they moved, who they
followed, what dreams they were chasing. She could never see the appeal of
staying within a few miles of where you were born. It seemed so wasteful when
the rest of the world was so accessible. “I’m fine, thanks,” Landry replied
without turning to acknowledge him. She wanted him gone. She had no time for
small talk. Opening time was noon, and she didn’t want to miss Muniz going in.


She recognized Simson a block away from the corner and quickly
saw Delaney on the opposite side of the road. Part of her wished she had a .300
Win Mag by her side. She could kneecap them both with ease from this distance.
She glanced back at the pizzeria and hoped Muniz didn’t like an early lunch.
Delaney disappeared into a pharmacy, and Landry watched Simson as she leaned on
a bench and casually scanned the area. She wondered if the rest of her team
were working the other zones in a group. How
much have you told them? Did they know not to intercept Muniz even
if they did find him? There was an opportunity here, but Landry couldn’t take
advantage of it. If she still had Perry with her, he could’ve followed them
while she stayed to wait for Muniz.


She clenched her fists and stood. Which one of you pulled the trigger?
Delaney had been vague about who was holding the gun, and Landry wanted to
believe it was Simson. Despite the betrayal, Landry still wanted to rescue
Delaney. She couldn’t escape the overwhelming feeling of guilt that Delaney
wouldn’t be on this path if it wasn’t for Landry’s complete underestimation of
her pain.


Delaney emerged from the pharmacy and shook her head at Simson.
They progressed toward Uno, and Landry was glad there was only one convenience
store between them and the corner of the street. Time slowed to an impossible
pace, and all Landry could do was wait. She switched from watching them to
watching the pizza place, all the while praying Muniz wouldn’t appear. Delaney
stopped and pulled her phone from her pocket. Landry saw her motion to Simson,
and she jogged across the road to join her. They backtracked and were soon out
of sight in the growing lunch crowd.


Landry leaned back against the desk and tried to measure her
conflicted feelings. Her training was screaming at her to put aside all emotion
for Delaney. She’d made the decision to leave them in this time, find Muniz,
and convince him to go forward to 2076 with her. She turned, caught the
attention of the secretary, and asked for water. Uno closed at four p.m., but
if Muniz hadn’t shown by two thirty, she’d have to move on. Time was no longer
on her side.


 


*****


 


Nelida stayed just far enough behind Lyman that even if he turned
and looked her way, he wouldn’t be able to make her out. She hadn’t disguised
herself. That seemed a step too far, and she wanted to appear relatively normal
to him once they “accidentally” bumped into each other again.


Yesterday’s lunch break had proven most useful, and Nelida had
followed Lyman to his hotel. It was swankier than she’d expected. He’d seemed
quite low-key and unassuming, but a quick check had shown that even the
cheapest room was three hundred dollars a night. The mystery of the man was all
too exciting, and the familiar exhilaration of the hunt had permeated her every
waking moment. The daily chore of her cover work had instantly become an
unwanted distraction, so after she finished yesterday, she walked out with no
intention of returning. Nelida wanted her full attention on the cagey gentleman
she now followed. After this one, she’d be moving to a new state anyway, so the
job had served its purpose.


Nelida planned to crash into Lyman as he came out of his daily
lunch haunt. She couldn’t face another meat feast pizza, and she wanted to walk
with him back to…surprise, surprise…the same hotel. “My, what a coincidence!”
she’d exclaim with as much British charm as she could muster, since he’d seemed
more interested in her once he’d heard her plum-in-the-mouth aristocratic
accent. She hoped he wasn’t an avid drinker. It would make snaring him so much
easier if she could subdue him with a few expensive glasses of brandy. His hotel
was one of the few in Chicago that had its own underground parking lot, and
that would make transporting him to her temporary home, to his final resting
place, much less difficult.


She stopped and watched him step into the pizza place, then she
walked into the convenience store three doors down. She chose a bottle of
sparkling water, paid for it, and waited in the store entrance for Lyman to
return. She would breeze out into the street, walk straight into him, and her
bottle would fall to the ground. He’d apologize profusely and offer to buy her
a new one, the offer of which Nelida would graciously accept. They’d stroll
together to “their” hotel, and she’d see if it was possible to maneuver him
into buying a real drink.


Of course, that was just a plan. There was no telling how it
might actually play out. But therein lay the thrill; not knowing if she would
have him in her lair within the next few hours or days. However long it took,
Nelida was absolutely certain he’d be worth the wait.


 


*****


 


Landry jumped up from her seat and pulled the blinds open. Muniz. She watched as
he headed into Uno before she grabbed her jacket and said a hurried good-bye to
the secretary.


“I’ll be in touch. I may be back tomorrow. Thanks for your
cooperation.”


The secretary smiled and waved as Landry shoved through the
staircase door entry. She took the concrete steps three at a time and was on
the ground floor and out onto the street in moments. She jogged across the
street and opened the door to the pizzeria. Muniz sat in a seat close by, his
head bowed as if counting the tiny tiles on the floor. Relief flooded her
system, and she leaned against the counter for support. Just twenty minutes
ago, Delaney and Simson had been yards away from this place, and now Muniz was
here. If only she could talk to him.


She swiftly surveyed the menu. “I’ll take a medium spicy chicken
Stromboli and a water.” Landry was glad there was no sign of the guy she’d
spoken to yesterday, and she could see from his tag that it was the owner, Bob,
who served her.


“Sure thing,” Bob replied and handed her a cold bottle from the
fridge.


Landry paid, stuffed the change in her pocket, and sat across
from Muniz. He personified all the things that were in his file: awkward,
paranoid, and furtive. He shifted in his seat as if unbearably uncomfortable,
made eye contact with no one, and rubbed his neck chain between two fingers.
She assumed the USB stick was on that very same necklace. Between the wall
clock and his wristwatch, Muniz checked the time on twenty-six occasions in the
four minutes it took Bob to make his order.


“Meat lover pan crust.”


Bob slid the box across to Muniz. He scurried out of his seat to
claim his lunch and was out of the door in seconds. Landry watched him turn
back the way he’d come and waited for a few seconds before getting up to leave.


“Spicy chicken Stromboli.”


Landry grabbed the box and headed out. She stopped just outside
to give Muniz a little more space and saw him crash into a woman coming out of
the 7-Eleven. Whatever she was carrying splattered all over the two of them,
but he managed to rescue his tumbling lunch before it hit the ground. Landry
could see Muniz apologizing, and that’s also when she saw the collision had
been no coincidence. Diane Kelly, Brenda Taylor, Nelida Staton, Ros Hill: Muniz’s
would-be killer. Her presence complicated things, but Landry half expected it.
Tomorrow was the Fourth of July, and they had no real idea when Muniz had
disappeared. It was inevitable she was already hunting him.


Kelly hooked her arm around Muniz’s dangling arm, and they
continued along West Randolph. Landry surmised Kelly must have made contact
with Muniz before to be that familiar with him. He didn’t look particularly
comfortable about the whole situation, but he wasn’t pushing her away.


Landry followed them at a comfortable distance and used the time
to think about Delaney. The call she took had to be from one of her mercs with
a solid lead about Muniz for them both to double back the way they did. Had
they found out where he was staying? He was probably heading back there now. Fuck. She opened her
bag, retrieved her touristy ball cap, and put it on. It wasn’t much of a
disguise, even with her sunglasses, but she had to hope they’d be in the hotel
rather than scoping the area out much like Landry had been doing earlier. She
dropped back a little and checked her phone for hotels in the area. In two
blocks, there was a row of upmarket hotels, and Landry figured he must be
staying in one of those. He probably liked the extra security such
establishments afforded. Landry crossed the road. If Delaney was at the hotel,
they’d be expecting his approach on that side. She ran the risk of walking
straight into one of them, but she was ready for that. She was always ready for
that.


Muniz and Kelly disappeared into the Silversmith Hotel, and
Landry saw Walker, Miller, and the third younger merc, Sledge, on the bench
just to the right of the hotel. Landry paused and leaned against the wall as
Walker made a short phone call. Landry looked around and couldn’t believe her
luck when she realized she was outside a coffee bar. She slipped in, ordered a
chai latte, and grabbed a window seat.


All she could do now was watch and wait.


Chapter Forty-five

 

 

 


“He’s on his way in with a woman.”


“Excellent.” Delaney nodded at Simson.
Things were starting to look up. “Stay outside and keep an eye out for Donovan.
Call me if you see her.”


“Do we make contact?”


Delaney stifled a laugh. “Didn’t you learn your lesson last time?
Let Sledge track her if she’s on the move, but don’t try intercepting her.” She
ended the call in time to watch Muniz enter. She recognized the woman he was
with as Diane Kelly, the serial killer who was destined to kidnap, torture, and
kill him. Yet, there she was, smiling sweetly with her hands on him as gently as
if he were her lover. Everything was coming together. Delaney would be able to
secure Muniz and kill Kelly as originally planned.


Simson folded her paper and placed it on the table where they
were seated. “That’s lucky.”


“Two birds, one hotel reception.” Delaney was still angry at
Simson for killing Perry. Her own desire to punish him for choosing Pulsus and
Landry over them had faded practically the moment they had him in custody. She
hadn’t stopped to think about what that might have meant, but she was sure she didn’t
want him dead. Simson argued that she’d misunderstood Delaney’s intentions, and
Delaney wanted to believe her. The alternative would be a challenge to her
authority, and that didn’t really fit with Simson’s pattern of loyalty to
Delaney so far. Still, killing Perry hadn’t been part of the plan. She was glad
he had no family at Pulsus; facing grieving loved ones was far from her forte.


Kelly was a different matter. She was a killer, and she had to be
stopped. Ilsa would be proud of her. It was Ilsa that Delaney had turned to
after she left Simson to clear up the bloody mess of Perry. She’d never had a
use for prayer before, and she knew Ilsa couldn’t hear her, but just talking to
her…it helped in a way nothing else before had. And though Ilsa didn’t respond,
the knowledge that she was just one mission away comforted Delaney and
reinforced that she was doing the right thing.


Delaney was thankful the mission schedule didn’t allow for
anything like real sleep. Catnaps here and there were all they could afford
given what they had to achieve in the next two days. No sleep meant no
nightmares. In the ensuing nights after they’d returned from Germany, Delaney’s
night terrors had begun to resurface. She longed for Ilsa to wrap her arms
around her and tell her everything would be all right. Everything would be all right if
she could get the PRU from Landry. And eventually, after a few missions, maybe
even Landry would see what she was doing was for the greater good. Sometimes
unpalatable things had to be done for the bigger picture.


“I’ll take Muniz. You see where Kelly leads.” Delaney and Simson
joined Muniz and Kelly as they waited for the elevator. Delaney felt her
excitement building. All this planning was coming to fruition, and she was
inches away from a vital puzzle piece.


“Did you hear about that murder in New York?” Delaney asked
Simson as the four of them entered the elevator. Kelly pressed for floor
fifteen and seventeen. Simson reached across them both and pressed for sixteen.


Simson laughed. “Which one?”


“Some model guy disappeared, and they can’t find any trace of his
body. Like nothing at all. And he’s not the first.”


“New York’s got too many models anyway. Someone’s doing the world
a favor killing a few off.”


Delaney laughed and saw the notable shift in Kelly’s demeanor.
She straightened up a little and adjusted her shoulders. Is that pride? The
elevator reached floor fifteen.


“This is me,” Muniz said quietly.


“Have a lovely day,” Kelly replied. “I hope to see you tomorrow.”


Muniz nodded as he exited, and Delaney followed. “See you in the
bar in half an hour.”


“Sure thing, Daley.”


Muniz turned right and walked quickly to his door. He looked over
his shoulder three times and was clearly nervous about Delaney’s presence. She
could see the end of the corridor, so she stopped at the next room, and fumbled
in her jacket for her wallet. Muniz already had his card in his hand, flashed
it at the panel of the room two doors down, and closed the door behind him.
Delaney made a mental note of the number and headed to the stairs. She needed
to check where they led and if the fire exit was alarmed. They’d either snatch
him from here or directly after he mailed the letter to Jenkin. Whichever way
it panned out, Delaney wanted to be prepared, and she’d make damn sure all of
the team knew exactly what her intentions were. No one else was to get hurt
without her express permission.


Delaney waited in the bar for Simson and ordered two Widow Janes.
Simson rejoined her within five minutes of the drinks being served.


Simson sat and sipped her drink. “No sign of Kelly on the
seventeenth floor. I flashed my badge at reception and checked the guest names.
None of the rooms are in any of the aliases from the briefing.”


“She’s using one Pulsus didn’t know about, or she’s not staying
at the hotel at all?” Delaney dialed Walker. “The woman who came in here with
Muniz—have you seen her?”


“Sure did, boss. She just walked out and caught a taxi. I was
about to call you.”


“Can you follow her?”


“Sure, we can try.”


“You and Miller go after her. Leave Sledge to scope for Donovan.
Keep me posted.” Delaney placed her phone on the bar and picked up her glass.
“Looks like we’re one step closer to going home.” And one step closer to Ilsa.


Simson clinked her glass to Delaney’s. “Just the small issue of
Donovan and the location of the PRU.”


Delaney smiled. “Once we have Muniz, she’ll have to come to us.
She’ll have no choice.”


“I hope so.”


Delaney sensed the excitement in Simson’s voice. She obviously
couldn’t wait to make Landry suffer, but Delaney still had every intention of
trying to break her with the threat of violence to Jade first. Simson showed no
signs of regret for murdering Perry, other than it being contrary to Delaney’s
wishes. There’d be no holding back if Delaney did have to let her loose on
Landry.


“What’s next?”


“Round-the-clock surveillance on Muniz. I’ll book a room and take
the first shift. Tell Sledge to look for Donovan and see if you can find a spot
in one of the buildings opposite. Getting the drop on her would be an added
bonus, but it’s not our priority.”


Simson finished her drink and stood. “Anything else?”


“Yeah. Locate all the mailboxes in the surrounding area and check
vehicular access to all of them.”


“Sure thing, boss.”


Delaney grabbed Simson’s wrist as she turned to leave. “Stay in
touch, and stay cool. If you run into Donovan, you let me know, and you don’t
make a move unless I tell you to. Understand?”


Simson nodded. “I understand.”


Delaney finished her drink and went to the front desk. She placed
her FBI badge on the desk. “Can I speak with your manager please?”


“Of course, madam. Please follow me.”


Delaney raised her eyebrow at the skinny receptionist as he
pushed her ID back in the hope that no one else at the desk would see who she
was. It was a top-class hotel, and Delaney didn’t doubt that discretion was why
the clientele were prepared to pay such exorbitant prices. She pocketed her
wallet and followed him through an adjacent door.


“Mr. Mitchell, sir, this is Special Agent Daley of the FBI. She’d
like a word with you.”


Skinny boy waited for acknowledgment from the tiny guy in a chair
with his back to them, watching the security monitors. He swiveled his seat
around and dismissed skinny boy with a wave of his hand before he offered the
same hand to Delaney. She shook it firmly.


“What can I do for you, Special Agent Daley?”


Delaney sat down without waiting for an invitation to do so. “I’m
heading up a very sensitive case, and one of the people involved is currently
residing in your hotel.” She held out the picture of Muniz. “We have reason to
suspect someone working for the French government will attempt to kidnap Mr.
Muniz in the next two days.”


Mitchell looked pensive. “And who is Mr. Muniz, Special Agent?”


Delaney smiled broadly. The manager was a man used to knowing
secrets, and not knowing something about his guests obviously didn’t sit well.
She knew this would work better if he felt like he’d negotiated the
information. “That’s sensitive, Mr. Mitchell, and I’d very much appreciate your
willingness not to ask too many questions.”


Mitchell bit his lip, tilted his head, and grimaced. “And I’d
very much like to cooperate, Special Agent, but that requires a little good
faith on your part.”


“Can I trust you not to share what I tell you with anyone?”


His eyes widened as he nodded. He was practically salivating in
anticipation.


“Mr. Muniz is a scientist working for the US government.
Normally, he’d be working in a secure laboratory somewhere, but he’s…eccentric.
He refuses to be holed up in any single location, so he travels the country,
moving every seven days or so, and we have to keep him safe from a distance.”
Mitchell had leaned forward in his chair as Delaney began, and his excitement
was evident. “Yesterday, we received some intelligence that points to a kidnap
plot. A female assailant working alone. We don’t want to alarm Mr. Muniz, and
he hates that we’re around at all. You understand the type, I’m sure.”


He nodded. “Oh, absolutely, we have some divas here on a regular
basis. I can assure you I totally understand. What do you need from me, Special
Agent?”


Delaney liked the way he kept repeating “Special Agent” at the
end of every sentence. “I need the room adjacent to his. I need a key card to
his room. And I need to know if anyone other than me asks about him. Can you
help me with all of that?”


He smiled. “Absolutely no problem, Special Agent. I’ll be
delighted to assist you. It’s a matter of national security, after all.”


“It’s possible that the French operative will have fake FBI
credentials under the name Tyler Scott. She’ll doubtless have a flawless
American accent. I’m sure you
wouldn’t be fooled, Mr. Mitchell, but I expect you’re not here twenty-four
hours a day, and your staff is not quite as knowledgeable as yourself.” Delaney
was laying it on thick, but Mitchell was loving every word that came out of her
mouth.


“Indeed. Let’s get you set up with the room you need, Special
Agent.”


Delaney stood and put her hand on Mitchell’s shoulder. “You’re a
true patriot, Mr. Mitchell. The country’s damn proud of you.”


I’m closing
in on you, Landry. You’ll have no more moves to make once I have Muniz.


Chapter Forty-six

 

 

 


Landry took a swallow of her drink and contemplated her next
move. She’d watched Kelly emerge from the hotel and hail a taxi. She was
swiftly followed by Walker and Miller in another cab. Landry had watched Simson
come out, speak to Sledge on the bench, and then cross the road into the office
building directly opposite the hotel. She smiled at the predictability. Delaney
knew exactly what she was doing: no doubt she’d already secured the complicity
of the manager, moved into the room next to Muniz, and warned them of Landry
and an impending threat. Maybe she would’ve made a good extractor…aside from
her mental issues.


Landry checked the plans for the hotel. Between the Silversmith
and the next two hotels was a self-park lot and a wide alleyway. She could
drive into the lot, exit from the side, and access the hotel from its back
entrance, evading the surveillance Simson was in the process of setting up. She
expected Walker and Miller to return, and they’d probably be assigned duty in
the alley. Their earlier altercation proved they were no real threat as long as
she could get to them before they were able to draw weapons. Not that they’d be
able to use them, because Delaney would’ve instructed them that Landry was to
be taken alive. On the other hand, that wouldn’t stop them from trying a
non-fatal shot. Sledge would stay in her position, and Delaney would remain
inside the hotel unless Muniz moved.


The one thing she couldn’t predict was when they’d try to take
Muniz and how. It made sense that they’d track him to the mail box, but
intercepting him there might freak him out. It’d be best to wait until he
returned to the hotel where they could have a calm conversation in his room and
simply escort him away. Another intangible was Diane Kelly. They had no idea
when she would make her move or how close they’d already become. Landry had
considered grabbing a cop and getting him to follow Kelly and report back to
her with an address but thought better of it. While it’d be helpful to know
where she was operating from in case things went awry when Landry went to
engage Muniz, her time would be better spent seeing what Delaney’s new team was
up to. Landry noted the time and thought that if she needed to, she could go
back to this exact spot on the return mission to bring in Delaney.


Delaney.
Landry was trying hard not to think about what might happen when she returned
to Pulsus and reported what had happened. She knew there was no way the
organization could possibly leave them here. There were too many variables, and
they knew too much. With no way of getting home, Landry suspected their first
port of call would be to find Jenkin and her mom. Her takeover of Pulsus would
be a whole lot simpler if Delaney did it now before the island had been
established. Christ, what
if she’s already thought of that? Landry had been so concerned about
Delaney using Jade as leverage that she hadn’t even considered Delaney might
kidnap her mom to make her give up the location of the PRU. She desperately
sorted through memories to recall where they would have lived at the time; her
father was dead, and Landry was a teenager. What if Delaney kidnapped her mom
and brought her here? 


“Hey.”


A soft vaguely familiar voice interrupted her deliberations, and
she was grateful for the intrusion. Landry looked up and saw Louie in her
barista outfit. “Hey yourself. What’re you doing here?”


“I circuit all the branches across the city so it stays fresh and
interesting for me.” She sat down and looked serious. “Are you okay?”


Landry looked into Louie’s eyes. She had a kind soul and a gentle
energy. She’d also saved Landry from being caught. “I’m glad you’ve run into
me…” Landry took Louie’s hand. “Thank you for last night.”


Louie smiled and looked away shyly. She bit her lip before
saying, “It was nothing.”


Landry shook her head. “No, it was definitely way the fuck north
of nothing. You don’t know me, and you have no idea what’s at stake, but you
took a chance, and it saved me.”


“The guy you came in with…he wasn’t so lucky.”


Landry clenched her jaw and sighed heavily. “What did you see?”


“The five women that came in, three of them were Frankie’s
heavies-for-hire. I didn’t recognize the other two, but…they were pretty mean.”


Louie’s gaze drifted beyond Landry as if she were seeing the
scene unfold once more. It was clear that whatever she’d seen last night had
affected her badly. Landry again wondered what the hell she was doing in that
kind of place. She just didn’t fit.
“What do you want from life?”


Louie frowned and then laughed like she’d never been asked that
question before. “Something other than silicone cocks and coffee shots.”


Landry laughed. “Nicely phrased. Seriously though, what do you
want to do with your life?”


“You want to know if I’m working hard to put myself through
school?”


Landry tilted her head to the side. The kid had her interest
figured out. “Sure. If you want to put it like that. Are you?”


“I’ve never told anyone…”


“What’s it gonna hurt if you tell me? I promise I won’t laugh.
Actually, scratch that, I can’t make that promise. You might say something
really weird.”


Louie smiled and shrugged. “I’m saving. I want to move to
Nashville and write songs for the big country stars.” She pulled her hand from
Landry’s and covered her face. “Oh my God. It sounds so stupid when I say it
out loud.”


“Nah. No, it doesn’t. It’s a great goal. How close are you?”


“I’ve got ten thousand squared away in two years. I figure I’ll
need another five. That’ll give me a good start; enough to find a place and
work a bar until I can get my break.”


It was nothing to Pulsus, and Landry had access to a special
mission account that had several hundred thousand dollars in it. She could
easily justify it as a payoff. Louie had helped her escape a sticky situation,
and Landry wasn’t certain she would’ve made it without Louie’s whispered words.
She checked the time on her pocket watch and felt the pang of melancholy again
but ignored it. It was nearly six. Muniz wouldn’t be going anywhere now, and
the only ones unaccounted for were Miller and Walker. Landry was sure Delaney
was inside. They wouldn’t be actively looking for Landry, because they thought
they held all the cards. With Muniz pinned down, Landry would have to come to
them. She stood. “Walk with me.”


“I’d love to. You know I would, but I can’t. I’m on shift in five
minutes.”


Landry took Louie’s arm. “Fuck this place. I promise it’ll be
worth it.”


Louie looked uncertain. “Okay, but let me go and give some excuse
to the manager.”


Landry nodded. Louie didn’t need to bother, because Landry was
going to make sure she’d be leaving this city and would never have to work in
this coffee chain or the WoodBack again. She looked outside to see Sledge
scoping for her, but she wouldn’t be expecting Landry to be with someone. She
pulled her ball cap over her eyes, linked arms with Louie when she returned,
and turned right out of the coffee shop.


“Where are we going?” Louie asked.


Landry could feel her excitement, but she didn’t want to spoil
the surprise. “You’ll see.” She led Louie down onto North Wabash and into a
Bank of America. “Wait here,” Landry said, pushing Louie onto a seat. She went
to the counter, showed her ID, and withdrew twenty thousand dollars. “Would you
be kind enough to place it in an envelope please?”


“Of course.” He did as asked and handed the thick packet to
Landry. “Have a wonderful day.”


“Thanks, I’ll try.” Landry was stuck in a shit position,
outnumbered, and Delaney had the proverbial high ground. It sure wasn’t a wonderful
day, but being able to do this for Louie was a pleasant distraction.


She sat beside Louie and handed her the envelope of cash.


Louie shook her head. “What…what’s this?”


“It’s twenty thousand dollars. I want you to pack your bags and
your savings, and I want you to head to Nashville tomorrow, if not tonight.”


Louie opened the packet and gasped. “Fuck, you’re serious? Oh,
Jesus Christ. For true?”


Landry smiled and nodded. “Yeah. Get the hell out of this place
and never come back. Please.”


“I…I don’t know how to thank you.”


“This is me thanking you, Louie. What you did for me…not many
people would’ve taken the risk. Go to Nashville and write a best-selling song
about it.”


Louie placed her hand on Landry’s thigh and squeezed. “Since I’m
not on shift tonight, why don’t you come to my place…and help me pack.” She smiled, and
her expression was pure filthy-fuck-me-sexy.


The kid was
hot, and Landry would usually have relished the chance to connect with another
human being, particularly as she currently felt painfully alone. But the
connection she craved was with Jade. “I would love to, but I’m on a job, and I
have to get back. If I’m ever Nashville way, I’ll look you up.” Landry would look her up when
she got back to Pulsus. She was rooting for her, for sure.


Louie leaned in and kissed her. “I’d like that.” She stuffed the
envelope into her jacket and zipped it in securely. “Thank you again.”


“Thank you.”


Louie left and glanced back with a last wave. God, that felt good.
She got up from the chair and headed back to her hotel. There was nothing else
she could do tonight. Tomorrow was going to be a big day, and she wanted to be
ready for it.


Her future depended on it.


Chapter Forty-seven

 

 

 


Nelida climbed into the taxi, gave the driver her address,
and settled in to contemplate the past thirty minutes. Her short stroll with
Lyman had been most productive. He’d opened up a little more, and their chat
had been more of a conversation than a question and answer session like their
initial meeting. Lyman was an interesting man of exceptional intelligence, and
he was gentle and kind in a way Nelida had never experienced in a man. She
couldn’t get a handle on his paranoia, but it was clear that his privacy was of
the utmost importance to him. He certainly seemed to have no desire to invite
her into his room, and he was either completely oblivious to her subtle hints
of her availability or absolutely uninterested. He didn’t strike her as being
gay. Indeed, he’d been quite receptive to her understated praise of his manly
attributes and had even blushed at a few more overt compliments. Nelida found
herself actually meaning them too, which made a delightful change. They were
usually just words that rolled from her tongue as routinely and practiced as a
seasoned Shakespearean actor treading the boards at the Globe. Perhaps Lyman
was a man that might even hold her attention if given the chance…


She dismissed that line of rumination. As undoubtedly pleasant as
a sexual dalliance with Lyman might be, it was inevitable that her preeminent
predilections would eventually surge to the surface and take precedence. Her
unusual preoccupation with her sexual instincts were simply an indication that
she’d made a consummate choice. If she was to keep him alive for at least seven
days, he would have to hold her attention, and that would take an extraordinary specimen.


She recalled the two strong women in the elevator talking about
her pre-Chicago work. Nelida had almost blushed with pride hearing people speak
about her last adventures. It was as if she were pseudo-famous but without the
irritating paparazzi and constant questioning about one’s relationships. The
woman had said they hadn’t found a trace of the body, and nor would they. It
was a shame she had to be so careful not to be caught. Oh, how she would have
loved to keep a souvenir from each project. A sliver of skin, a fraction of
flesh, or perhaps even an entire eye so she could forever glimpse into their
sacred souls. If only they realized how precious their surrender to her was,
she was sure that would make them feel so much better about giving their life
to her.


“That’ll be twenty-two dollars, lady.”


Nelida was so engrossed in her cogitation that her commute home
was over so fast, it was almost like time travel. She opened her purse and gave
the driver thirty. “Keep the change.” She stepped out onto the sidewalk and
breathed in the warm summer air. Tomorrow was the Fourth of July. American
Independence Day. What better way to celebrate than an American giving up his
life for an English woman’s pleasure?


Chapter Forty-eight

 

 

 


Delaney held Ilsa close to her.


“I knew you’d come back for me.”


Her voice was like the caress of soft velvet on her naked skin.
“I love you, Ilsa. I’ll always come back for you.” Delaney kissed her. It was a
kiss worth crossing the centuries for. Worth giving up Landry for. Delaney
turned and saw Landry’s limp body swinging from the makeshift gauntlet Simson
had created. Her blood was a strange luminescent yellow. It formed abstract
trails all over her torso and pooled into a perfect circle beneath her naked
feet. Her toes barely touched the floor, and every inch of her was strained
beyond what was sufferable. Delaney’s heart ached. In her arms was the woman
she’d done all of this for. Hung by her arms was the woman she’d betrayed to
make it all happen.


Ilsa touched Delaney’s cheek and tried to pull her back to face
her. “Don’t look. You don’t have to look.”


But she couldn’t turn away. Not even as Landry brought her head
up and stared at Delaney. She said nothing, but she didn’t have to. Delaney
couldn’t even turn away as Simson came into sight with a billy club. Landry
swung like a rag doll with every strike. Her resistance was long gone. She’d
given up the location of the PRU; not because of the physical torture, though that
had been severe. Landry could withstand that. She’d broken because of what
they’d done to Jade.


Delaney pulled her gaze from Landry to what was left of Jade.
She’d been tough for a civilian, and she’d held out longer than Delaney thought
she would. It had taken a little while for Simson to make her cry out, and it
was her agonized screams that finally broke Landry. Her suffering was so
tangible Delaney could almost taste it in the air.


“I let them do that.”


Ilsa tried again to pull Delaney back to her. “Do what, baby? You
did what you had to do to get back to me.”


Ilsa slipped her arms around Delaney and pulled her close. In her
peripheral vision, Delaney could see Simson delighting in every percussive blow
she delivered.


“How could you let this happen?” Landry screamed out.


Jade lifted her head from the floor. Her once stunning looks were
a thing of the past. “You call this love?”


Delaney jolted from the sleep that had crept up on her uninvited.
The room was dark, and it took her a moment to remember where she was and what
year it was. She touched her fingers to her head and wiped the sweat away.
Dreams were supposed to fade with consciousness, but Delaney’s nightmare was
still vividly present. Her breathing was fast and heavy, and she struggled to
control it. Landry.


She got up from the armchair and stretched her cramped limbs.
There were no missed calls, but a message from Miller indicated they’d had no
luck following Kelly. Delaney wanted to speak to them to find out exactly what
had happened, but she needed to clean up first. Her T-shirt was soaked, and she
felt dirty. She stripped and stepped into the shower, grateful for hot water
for the first time in two days. She closed her eyes but was quick to open them
again when all she saw was Landry’s battered body. Yellow blood? Yellow for cowardice? The
things they’d done to Jade, the things she’d let them do. There was just no way
she’d ever allow it. Delaney was glad that she hadn’t ordered Kondo to kidnap
Jade. The last thing she’d want was for him to misinterpret her intentions the
way Simson had with Perry. Delaney was trying hard to move on and accept she
could have happiness with Ilsa, but that would never include putting Landry
through so much pain. That look in her eyes…Landry hadn’t just been broken, she’d
been demolished.


That’s not
what I want.


But I can’t
have what I want.


I want the
best of both worlds, for Landry to come on board and for me to get Ilsa.


Why couldn’t Landry see it was for the best? Everyone would win.
Except for Jenkin, of course, but what did she matter to Landry? Ever since
she’d found out Jenkin was fucking her mom, Landry had no time for her. And
after the mind wipe Jenkin had made Elena perform on Jade, how could Landry
have any semblance of loyalty to Jenkin and her organization?


Delaney finished her shower, dried, and put new clothes on. The
freshness made her feel slightly better. She checked the time and saw it was
just after eight thirty. Delaney felt the rumblings of hunger and decided to
call Simson. She didn’t want to be alone with her hellish thoughts right now.
“Where are you?”


“I’ve got a second-floor spot directly opposite the hotel
entrance. Miller and Walker are back, and I’ve got them scoping the alley.
Everything dark with Muniz?”


“Yeah, he’s not going anywhere. The manager called earlier to
tell me Muniz usually eats in one of the hotel restaurants each evening at
nine. I’m going down for something to eat now. Do you want to come across and
join me?”


“Sure. I could definitely use some good food. My guts are rebelling
against all those burgers.”


“On your way in, get an update from Miller and Walker about
Kelly. All I got was a text saying they lost her.” Delaney hung up and went
down to the lobby. The manager was at reception, and he personally escorted her
to a table that sat in direct line with the table Muniz always asked for.


“He pays extra for us to reserve that particular table. I have no
idea why. It’s not the best table we have in the house, but he’s very peculiar
in his demands.”


Delaney smiled as pleasantly as she could manage and was pleased
when Simson entered and sat opposite her. “Thanks, that’s great.” She didn’t
miss his almost imperceptible shudder at the sight of Simson. She couldn’t work
out if he was turned on by such a big woman or threatened by her.


He held out his hand. “I’m the manager. If there’s anything you
need, anything at all, you be sure to call on me.”


The way he toadied to Simson made it clear he was more than
thrilled to see her. Simson shook his hand, and Delaney thought he might buckle
at the knees when he felt her power.


“My, that’s a strong grip.”


“I’m a strong woman,” Simson replied.


She looked a little bewildered at his overt interest. Simson
didn’t experience that much attention from men. “If you could send the waiter
over please…” Delaney was thirsty for hard liquor. The bitter shock of her
nightmare was still biting at her mind like a piranha on a T-bone steak.
Delaney wanted an obliteration she knew she couldn’t have right now, not with
so much on the line.


He took their order himself, but it was a waitress who brought a
bottle of house bourbon and a bucket of ice to the table.


“Are we slumming it today?” Simson asked, clearly unimpressed at
Delaney’s choice.


“We’re FBI. We can’t afford the good stuff on a meager government
salary, can we?” Delaney let Simson pour their drinks, and she knocked the
first two back in seconds. “I need to anaesthetize my taste buds to the crass
afterburn.”


Simson refilled Delaney’s glass and laughed. “You sound like a
connoisseur instead of an alcoholic. It’s a good cover.”


“Thanks.” There was no argument. Simson’s words were damn close
to the truth. But Ilsa would fix everything. Not the Ilsa that she just dreamed
about. She wouldn’t have let those things happen any more than Delaney would
have. It was that kind of behavior that had her planning to run away with
Delaney in the first place, and if it hadn’t have been for their mission, she
would’ve gotten away from it. As it was, their mission had inadvertently caused
Ilsa’s death. It was a cruel twist given that she was the one who’d smuggled
the doctor’s journals out of the camp and made the mission possible in the
first place. Which is why
I have to go back.


“Here he is.” Simson nudged Delaney and nodded toward the
entrance to the restaurant.


The manager showed him to his seat at the table opposite. Delaney
felt a surge of serenity sweep over her. He was so close, and they were almost
there. Tomorrow, she would have Muniz, and then all she’d need to do was lure
Landry to their base and secure the PRU. Delaney had to admit she was surprised
Landry hadn’t found Muniz, but then she was completely alone. “What did Miller
have to say about Kelly?”


“The taxi wouldn’t jump a red light at a busy intersection, and
by the time they got going again, they’d lost sight of her. I wouldn’t worry.
She’ll be back for her quarry at some point, if you’re set on taking her out
too.”


Delaney nodded. “As long as it doesn’t compromise our actual
mission, I’d still like to end her.” She stuffed a forkful of rare steak into
her mouth and chewed quickly. She needed to finish and get into Muniz’s room
while he was downstairs so she could plant trackers on some key items of his
clothing. “And there’s no sign of Donovan?”


“Unfortunately not. But it’s like you said, once we have Muniz,
she’ll have no choice but to come to you.”


“Yeah…” And
then what? Delaney’s nightmare scratched at her memory like metal
claws on a chalkboard. Delaney needed to break Landry with the mere threat of
danger to Jade. I won’t
let Simson loose on her…will I?


Chapter Forty-nine

 

 

 


July 4, 2055


 


Landry parked in a line of cars far enough away from Sledge on
the outside bench not to attract her attention, but close enough to see who was
coming and going from the hotel. At various points in the morning, she’d seen
Walker or Miller emerge from the side alley, just as she’d predicted. They’d
gone to speak to Sledge or crossed the road and gone into the office building
Simson was watching the hotel from. Delaney knew what she was doing, and it
might’ve made Landry proud of her if it wasn’t for the fact that she was
derailing the whole mission for her own gain.


There were two equidistant mailboxes to the left and right of the
hotel. Landry hoped Muniz would choose the one to the right and walk in the
opposite direction to her. She thought Sledge might follow first, and she’d
possibly call Miller and Walker for backup in case Kelly or Landry appeared. It
was also possible that Sledge wouldn’t move at all unless Muniz walked beyond
the mailbox. Either way, Landry would have the element of surprise, and she’d
be able to grab Muniz with minimal contact with Delaney’s team. Sledge didn’t
look like much of a challenge. Landry wasn’t about to underestimate her, but
unless she was a world-class sprinter, Landry planned to be in the car and
speeding away before Sledge was anywhere near.


Landry was just about to check the time on her pocket watch when
Muniz came out of the hotel. She watched Sledge pick up a call, but she was
obviously well-trained, because she didn’t look over her shoulder to see him.
Muniz was holding something in his hand that Landry assumed was the letter. He looked
left and right before turning to the right and heading away from Landry. She
started the car and waited. She was grateful to see Sledge didn’t move. Landry
pulled out slowly. Sledge’s concentration was on Muniz’s progress, and Landry
cruised past her unnoticed.


Muniz gave his letter a little kiss and deposited it. As soon as
he let the letter drop, Landry veered onto the sidewalk and jumped out of the car.


She flashed her badge as she took him by the arm. “FBI. Mr.
Muniz, I need you to get into the car immediately. Your life and your work with
Pulsus depend on it.” With her other hand, Landry pulled the back door open,
and pushed Muniz in. She was grateful he seemed too startled to do anything
other than comply. Landry slammed the door shut and could see Sledge sprinting
toward her, but she was nowhere near close enough to stop Landry from getting
back in the car and peeling off into the traffic.


“What? What’s going on?”


Landry looked in the rearview mirror, saw him putting on his seat
belt, and smiled at his safety-conscious behavior even though he’d just been
practically kidnapped. She hadn’t had the time to engage hers, but right now,
she had to concentrate on getting Muniz out of the city, so they could head to
the PRU. “Do you have your work with you on your USB stick?”


“What? Who are you? How do you know about that?”


Landry took the hard right onto South Michigan Avenue and the
tires screeched in protest. She checked the mirror, and there was no sign of
anyone giving chase yet. “I work for Pulsus, for Jenkin. She sent me here.”
Landry felt the impact before anything else, and it was too late to react. Her
car was shunted at high speed into the stationary garbage truck on the side of
the road. She had a brief moment to consider that she hadn’t followed Muniz’s
lead when he’d buckled in, before she was thrown forward, and her head hit the
windshield. She tried to fight the swamping edges of blackness around her
vision, but was failing. Landry heard the rear door creak open and then a
woman’s voice.


“Lyman. Are you okay?”


There was a muted grunt from the backseat which told Landry he’d
survived.


“Let’s get you out of here. Why did this crazy woman try to kidnap
you?”


Landry tried to move, but her body wouldn’t cooperate. Kelly. Fuck, no. She
felt a blow to the back of her head, then felt nothing at all.


 


*****


 


Nelida was impressed the woman was still conscious, but a sharp
strike to the back of her head ended her refusal to be unconscious. She helped
Lyman out and into her SUV. The traffic had stopped in the lane behind her and
people were beginning to get out of their cars.


“Hey, lady, where are you going?”


Nelida waved the interested bystander away. “This man is my
husband, and I’m taking him to the hospital. That woman took Lyman against his
will. I wouldn’t approach if I were you. She might have a gun.” Nelida buckled
Lyman into the passenger seat, climbed into the driver’s side, and drove away.


“I…I don’t understand what’s going on. She knew about my work.”


His work.
That’s what he’s so protective of. Play to his paranoia. “She
must’ve been trying to steal it.”


“How did you find us?”


I’m
stalking you, how do you think? “I was just pulling back into the
parking lot when I saw her drag you into her car. I didn’t think about the
consequences. I just gave chase.”


“She said my life was in danger.”


What the?
Nelida performed a U-turn at Eighth Street and headed back toward the scene of
the accident. Who is she?
The woman couldn’t possibly know about Nelida and her projects. She’d been so
careful with her work in Chicago. Hell, she’d always been careful in every city.
She slowed down as she got closer to the woman’s car and saw five women get out
of a white van. Two of them were the same women who’d been in the elevator with
her and Lyman yesterday. One of them looked across the road and saw her. Nelida
accelerated away. She had no idea who those women were, but it seemed they knew
her. She couldn’t fathom how. Whatever all this meant, at least she had Lyman
now. Her project room wasn’t quite ready, but at least the security she’d had
installed made it all but impenetrable. They’d be safe there, and she could
work in peace.


Unless the presence of those women made the whole thing no longer
viable. Should I leave
Lyman alone and move on? Was there a real risk of being caught? The
women’s conversation in the elevator had been a game. They were letting her
know they knew who she was and what she’d done. Are they law enforcement? Nelida had been
prolific, but she’d spread her projects across the whole of the States and
never stayed anywhere long enough to attract attention. Or so I thought.


Flustered and uncertain as to her next move, she headed to the
safe house. Lyman was still stunned, but she had tranquilizers with her if she
needed them. The future had always been clear to her, but those women had
unsettled her, and she needed some calm, quiet space to consider her plan, and
whether Lyman was still part of it.


 


*****


 


Walker appeared around the corner and slowed down enough for
Delaney, Simson, and Sledge to jump into the van.


“Head for Lake Shore Drive.” Delaney could see Muniz’s tracker
was stationary and was hoping it was traffic that would slow Landry down enough
for them to get closer. Delaney was sure Landry would head straight for the
PRU, but she’d be expecting them to follow. Landry wouldn’t go anywhere near it
unless she thought it was safe, but the tracker would keep them close without
having to have a line of sight to them.


Simson and the rest of them were conversing excitedly, but their
words faded into a colorless background as Delaney focused on being
face-to-face with Landry again. In the comfort of the queen-size bed, Delaney
had fallen into a fitful sleep with alternating nightmare scenarios involving
Landry and Ilsa. If she saved one, the other suffered a gruesome ending.


“Looks like she didn’t get far,” Sledge said as Walker slowed the
van down and maneuvered along the roadside.


Delaney peered through the center console to see what Walker was
talking about and saw a car smashed into a truck. “That’s Donovan’s car?”


Sledge nodded. “Yeah, that’s her.”


“Pull up here.” Delaney slid the side door open and jumped onto
the sidewalk. She pulled her ID and leveled it at the bystanders surrounding
the car. “FBI. Step aside.” Delaney’s breath caught when she saw Landry. Her
head was on the steering wheel, and Delaney could see blood pouring from an
impact wound above her eye. She was bleeding from the back of her head too, and
there was no sign of Muniz. Had he struck Landry from behind and fled the
scene? Delaney swallowed hard and held her fingers to Landry’s neck. Please be alive. Relief
surged through her when she could feel a strong pulse. She turned to the gathered
group of gawkers. “Who saw what happened here?”


“I did.” A guy in a suit held up his hand. “A big SUV ran this
car off the road. A woman got out and said her husband had been kidnapped. She
helped him out and drove off.”


Delaney nodded. “What did the woman look like?” Suit guy went on
to describe Kelly perfectly. Shit.
“Thank you, sir. That’s very helpful.” Delaney motioned to Simson and Sledge,
waiting for instruction. “Special Agent Clark, secure the prisoner.” Delaney
stepped aside and watched as they roughly pulled the unconscious Landry from
the vehicle. Simson slammed Landry over the trunk and cuffed her hands behind
her back. Sledge pulled her upright, and Delaney saw a groggy Landry begin to
regain consciousness. There was a moment of what looked like relief in Landry’s
eyes, before her glare turned darker, and she began to struggle. Walker and
Miller moved in, and the four of them hauled Landry away and threw her inside
the van.


Simson joined Delaney again. “I’ll search the car.”


Delaney looked across the road and saw a dark SUV slowly
approaching. She recognized Kelly and could see Muniz in the passenger side.
“Shit.”


Simson looked up from the trunk. “Problem?”


Delaney motioned to the SUV as it sped away. She made a note of
the license plate. “We just got made.” She was glad of the tracker. As long as
Kelly didn’t strip Muniz naked and toss his clothes, they’d be able to find
him. She took comfort in knowing that Kelly kept him alive for a week before
she finally killed him. There was no rush to rescue him. The priority was the
location of the PRU, and now that she had Landry, Delaney was another step
closer to her goal.


“What’s the plan?” Simson asked as she pulled Landry’s bags from
the trunk.


“Let’s get Donovan secure, and then we’ll go check out Kelly’s
location.” It occurred to her that now that Kelly knew she’d been recognized,
her plans might change. They hadn’t been careful enough, and now it was
possible they’d altered the course of time and
Muniz’s fate. Landry wouldn’t have been impressed if she was in charge of the
mission. But she’s not in
charge. I am.


Simson loaded the bags into the van and slid the door closed.
Delaney was half-impressed at her restraint. She
must be dying to get her hands on Landry. Delaney wouldn’t have been
surprised if she’d jumped into the van for a quick fix of violence.


“What’s happening here?”


Delaney turned in the direction of the voice and saw two
uniformed cops. She smiled, showed them her badge, and shook their hands in
turn. “The driver of this vehicle had just abducted a scientist we were trying
to keep safe. One of our agents engaged in pursuit and this collision occurred.
We’ve taken the driver into custody, but I’d really appreciate if you could
take care of this mess for us.” Delaney flashed another smile and the officers
nodded.


“Sure thing. Shall we take this car to our tow yard?”


Delaney put her hand on his shoulder. “That would be great. Our
field office will get in touch with you to take possession of it, but right
now, we just need to get it off the streets.”


“I hear that. No problem at all. Do you need any help with your
prisoner?”


“Thanks, but no. We’ll head straight to our base with her.” She
leaned closer to the cops so the bystanders couldn’t hear. “She’s with the
French government, a terrorist. We need to keep this quiet, you understand?”
Delaney pulled back and could see from the disgusted looks on their faces, they
understood perfectly.


“Absolutely. Leave this to us.”


Delaney shook their hands again and thanked them. “You’re real
patriots,” she said as she turned and walked to the van. Landry was unconscious
again, and Delaney suspected Miller had helped with that. She was grinning as
she sat on the internal side bench closest to Landry.


“Now the real fun starts,” Miller said, nudging Landry with her
boot.


Delaney clenched her jaw as she sat beside her and hid her
discomfort at Miller’s glee.


Simson slid the door closed before joining them. “Not long now,”
she said quietly.


Delaney nodded but didn’t respond verbally. Her loyalty to Landry
stood like a giant between Delaney and Ilsa, between Delaney and her plans for
Pulsus. It would’ve been
so much easier if you’d just joined me. God, she was sick of this
internal conflict. She tried to push away her long-standing feelings for Landry
to focus on Ilsa. Landry was an obstacle, nothing more, and Delaney had to view
her as such. She didn’t want to harm her, but if she had to, then so be it. It
was for the greater good. Isn’t
it?


Chapter Fifty

 

 

 


Landry was thrust into awareness when she felt ice-cold
water hit her face. She shook her head and tried to open her eyes, but the
product in her hair ran down over her face and stung, making it impossible.


“Sledge, towel her face.”


Delaney.
She expected rough, but Sledge was surprisingly gentle when she dried Landry’s
face and dabbed at her eyes. A cool rush of air caressed her body, and she
realized she’d been stripped to just her tank and jeans. Landry straightened up
and tried to move her bare feet but found they were tied to the ground. She
looked up to see her wrists bound in thick rope and attached to a sturdy, rusty
hook on the end of an equally hefty chain. With her feet bound, there was no
way she could hoist up and unhook herself. Landry tested the tightness of the
rope around her ankles, and there was no give.


Landry took in her surroundings quickly. Miller and Walker were
on each side of her, Delaney was directly in front, Simson was walking out of
her field of vision, and Sledge had taken a place on a bench fifteen feet away.
She was swinging her legs nonchalantly like she was relaxing at an outdoor
picnic on a nice summer’s day. This
is no fucking picnic.


“Finished assessing your situation?” Delaney asked, obviously
knowing what Landry was up to.


Landry nodded and tugged at her wrists. “I have. Looks like you
know what you’re doing.”


“You know I do, but you don’t have to make me prove it. All you
need to do is tell me where the PRU is, Landry, and I’ll take you home.”


Landry laughed. “Is that all?
Well then, why don’t you cut me down, and I’ll write down the coordinates for
you?” Miller elbowed her in the gut, and she grunted.


“Careful, Landry. You’ve already pissed off my new friends, and
they’re desperate to use you as a human punch bag.”


Landry shrugged. “Let them have at me. Their ancient asses will
tire before I do.”


Walker grabbed a handful of Landry’s hair and yanked her head
back. “You should watch what you wish for, asshole.”


Delaney waved her hand, and Walker released Landry. “You might
not care for yourself…but what about your baller girl?”


Landry’s guts twisted. She was grateful for the training that
controlled her physical reaction and didn’t give Delaney anything to feed off. Don’t go there. “What
about her?”


“You don’t want her to get hurt, do you?”


“No more than I want anyone hurt, but she’s no one special to me.
I’ve already told you that.” Landry’s insides raged. She saw herself breaking
out of the bindings and taking them all down. Delaney smiled, and it made
Landry want to drive her fist into her face.


Delaney moved closer and traced her fingers over Landry’s
shoulder, over her chest, and down her abs. “I don’t believe you.”


Landry tried to shift her body away from Delaney’s touch, but
Walker and Miller held her in place. “We’re past the point where I give a shit
what you believe, buddy.”


Delaney hooked her finger into the top of Landry’s jeans and
tugged. “So now you want to give us another try instead?” 


Landry struggled to get away from her touch, but Walker’s and
Miller’s grips simply tightened. “I wouldn’t fuck you if you were the last cunt
on earth.” Landry butted her head at Delaney, but she was just too far away to
make contact. Walker drove her fist into Landry’s back, and she lurched
forward, her shoulders straining to keep her upright.


“She can do that until you piss blood, but you know there’s an
easier way, Landry. Give up the PRU, and you get to live happily ever after
with Jade.”


Landry smirked and shook her head. “There is no happily ever
after, Delaney. There never is for people like you and me. You think that all
your problems will be solved if you get the PRU and control Pulsus? You think
that going back to rescue Ilsa from the Nazis will cure you of all the heinous
things you’ve done on previous missions?” Landry tried not to think about the
truth of her words. Was she looking for an unattainable happy ending with Jade?
“Do you really believe that saving one person will somehow make up for all the
sin-eating you’ve done? How is that different from what you’re saying Pulsus
should no longer be doing?”


Delaney clamped her hand over Landry’s mouth and took a fistful
of her hair in the other hand. “Shut up.” She snarled her words like a wild
animal and spittle flew from her mouth in a visceral frenzy. “Shut the fuck up.
You don’t know everything. You can’t even learn what it is to love someone.
You’ve been talking about having a normal life for three years, and you blew it
when someone gave you that chance. Hell, even before that, you blew your chance
with me at a slice of happiness in our dark existence because you couldn’t
feel.”


Delaney released her hand from Landry’s mouth but stayed close. I feel it for Jade. I just never
felt it for you. Landry was half-tempted to scream the words, but
knew if she did, she’d be putting Jade’s life in danger. Landry took a moment
to think lucidly about a potential kidnap. She’d seen Jade the night before the
mission, and she was about to travel with the team. There was no way Delaney
could risk kidnapping such a high-profile sports star. If the police tracked
Jade to the island, it would jeopardize everything Delaney wanted to take
control of. Can I take
that chance? “You’re kidding yourself, Delaney. We’re soldiers. This
is it for us. You want to feel something pure, but really all you can feel is
rage and guilt.” Landry saw doubt flicker across Delaney’s expression. You’re still in there somewhere. I
just have to pull you out. “It infects you and runs through every
cell in your core. Being with Ilsa won’t cure that. Taking control of Pulsus
won’t alleviate your pain or stop the nightmares.” Landry felt Delaney’s grip
in her hair soften. “Betraying our friendship won’t give you the answer you’re
desperately searching for, Delaney. You’re lost, and this isn’t your path
home.”


“Delaney, she’s playing you. Don’t listen to her shit.”


Simson’s voice echoed around the concrete room, and Landry could
see the connection she was building with Delaney begin to disintegrate.
Delaney’s expression hardened and she backed off, looking as though she was
trying to compose herself. Walker took the opportunity to slam her fist into
Landry’s kidney again, and she struggled to push herself back and stand. If I get out of here, I am going
to make you pay for every one of these fucking punches. Landry tried
to rock back and smash some part of her body into Walker but was unsuccessful.
Miller came around the front and delivered five solid hits to her stomach. She
tensed and exhaled with each strike, her chin dipped into her chest to stay
tight. Walker pulled Landry’s head back, and Miller punched her across the jaw.
Beyond Miller, she could see Sledge looking away, as if unable to watch. She
could also see Simson smiling like a sadistic maniac; she was clearly itching
to join in, but maybe she was waiting for Delaney’s orders.


Landry spat her crimson blood on the greasy, gray ground and
smiled. “Is that the best you can do?”


Miller drew her fist back, but Delaney wrapped her hand around it
and pulled her away. She clapped and reentered Landry’s personal space. Landry
could see the progress she’d made had dissipated entirely.


“Wow. I almost forgot how good you are. Nicely done. Deflecting
the spotlight onto me to get me questioning my motives. Sledge. Towel.”


Sledge dropped off her bench. She dipped a towel in a bowl of
water and handed it to Delaney. She glanced at Landry, and Landry wasn’t sure
what it was she saw in her eyes, but there was something not right. Didn’t she
agree with Delaney’s methods? Being a pacifist seemed at distinct odds with
being a hired gun. There was no room for a conscience if your career choice was
a covetous merc.


Delaney dabbed at Landry’s busted lip, and Landry was grateful
for the ice-cold, numbing water. But ice water wouldn’t fix what Simson would
do to get the location of the PRU. She moved her head away. “Let’s not play
good torturer, bad torturer. Why don’t you just cut to the part when you let
your rabid dog loose?” Landry nodded toward Simson. “She’s wanted this for
years. Let’s get started.”


Delaney shook her head. “You say that, but you didn’t see what
she did to Perry. She kinda liked him, but she really hates you.”


Landry stiffened at the mention of Perry. In truth, she’d tried
to forget he’d even been part of the mission. Dwelling on what had happened was
in no way helpful to her chances of ever completing what she’d been sent here
to do.


“He was in the very same spot you are now. Simson stretched him
out until his resolve shattered like his tendons.” She pulled out Landry’s
pocket watch and flipped it open. “He let out all his secrets inside three
hours. How long do you think you’ll last?”


Seeing the watch in Delaney’s hand enflamed Landry’s fury. “How
the fuck did it come to this? You murdered a fellow soldier.” Landry was
beginning to see that she never had any hope of keeping this from happening,
and she felt her guilt begin to assuage. Delaney’s fragmentation had probably
started long before she even joined Pulsus. The only thing Landry was culpable
for was not recognizing the issues before they spiraled out of control.


Delaney shook her head. “That’s on you, Landry. You were in
control. He’d still be alive if you’d given yourself up and surrendered the
PRU. But your loyalty is to the mission, not your team.”


“Is that what you’re telling yourself? You held the gun to his
head. You pulled the trigger.”


“Wrong again,” Simson said. “I did it. What’re you going to do
about it?”


Landry glared at Simson and fifteen ways to kill her flashed
through her mind in the same number of seconds. “How about you let me down, and
I show you what I’m going to do about it?”


Simson chuckled. “Why would I do that? You’re exactly where I’ve
always wanted you, hotshot. Tied up and helpless. It’s making me warm and fuzzy
inside.”


“Coward.”


Delaney pushed Simson aside, and she seemed impatient.


“Landry, how do you see this ending? I want the PRU, and sooner
or later, you’ll give it up. We’ve got all the time in the world, but you’ve
only got so much resistance.”


“You know I’ll die before I tell you the location of the PRU. And
where does that leave you? Stuck two decades in the past and Ilsa slaughtered
by the SS. Tell me who wins? I’m intrigued.”


“But I don’t have to torture you, do I? Kondo has Jade in 2076.
How long do you think he’ll be able to keep his hands off her? A man like that
has primal needs and a degenerate sense of entitlement.”


Oh God, no.
It can’t be true. “You wouldn’t risk it. And even if you did, it’d
be a shame for sure.” Keep
it together. “But she’s one of a long line of women I’ve fucked…just
like you.” Landry saw her barb hit the target by the twitch of Delaney’s mouth.


“He’s a big guy. How big do you think his cock is? Jade seems
kind of petite, really. Do you think he’ll rip her apart when he fucks her like
the whore that she is?”


Delaney circled behind her, and Landry’s breathing quickened. She
struggled to maintain control. Her feelings for Jade were making her weak. They
compromised the mission. He
hasn’t got her. It’s not true. “I don’t think so. She could take
eight inches of silicone without breaking a sweat. He’s pumped a lot of
steroids and probably can’t get it up.” Landry fought not to show any physical
reaction to the goading. Surely she couldn’t be this easy to exploit just
through her emotional connection to Jade. She tried to focus on something,
anything else in the room. She looked across at Sledge and was again sure she
could see some degree of discomfort in her demeanor.


Delaney pulled Landry’s head back and whispered in her ear. “He
told me about some of the things he’d done for the military and how much he’d
liked it. He finds the screams of a woman in pain invigorating. Keeps him
fucking and hurting them for hours, he said.”


Landry gritted her teeth and attempted to wrestle away from
Delaney’s grip to no avail. “She’s nothing to me.” She closed her eyes and
prayed to a God she’d never believed in to keep Jade safe. Delaney couldn’t be
this depraved. It wasn’t that long ago she was telling Landry she was in love
with her.


Delaney released Landry’s head. “You’re faking disinterest.
You’re in love with her, and you’ll do anything for her. You risked your career
to save hers. You think I’m going to believe that all that emotion, all that love, has just faded?”


“I don’t care what you believe.” I would give everything. Even my life.
Landry grappled internally with a contradictory gravitational pull toward Jade
and away from the mission. For
fuck’s sake, stay in control.


“Give up the PRU, and you get to go home to her. You have my
word; she’ll be in one piece.”


Landry laughed. “Your word? What’s your fucking word worth to me,
Delaney? I told you, I’ve come to my senses. I know who I am, and that doesn’t
fit with a civilian.”


“Bullshit.” Simson came into Landry’s view. “Kondo has your
pretty little bitch girlfriend. And if we don’t go home with the PRU and take
over Pulsus, he’ll cut her up into such small pieces, she’d look like a fucking
mosaic tile if you put her back together again.”


The mental image was too much to bear, and Landry snapped,
lurching forward at Simson. “If you involve Jade in this, I’ll fucking kill
you, Simson.”


“How’re you gonna do that, superstar, when you’re hung up like a
side of meat?”


Simson smashed her fist into Landry’s stomach, and she swung on
the chain. Miller and Walker steadied her motion so Simson could continue to
strike her. Simson was far more powerful than the other two goons, and the hits
took their toll.


“Enough.” Delaney stepped forward and moved Simson aside.


Landry straightened in her bondage and took a deep gulp of air.
Simson’s punches had come thick and fast, giving Landry no time to breathe
between them.


“I’m going to give you some time to think about your priorities,
Landry. Pulsus, the way it is right now, doesn’t have to be your life. It’s not
going to be mine. You’ve chosen not to join me, but that doesn’t mean you have
to fight me.”


Landry didn’t respond. In a twisted way, Delaney’s words made
sense. Landry had been so busy saving lives that she hadn’t been living her
own. She’d ranted about there being no possibility of a fairytale ending for
soldiers like her and Delaney. But did it really have to be that way? Delaney
was driven by her need to rescue Ilsa. Her motive wasn’t all that far from
Landry’s choice to take Jade to the island to rescue her leg and career. Would
the future be so damaged by Delaney’s desire to pull off missions with bigger
concerns, or was she actually on to something? I don’t have to join her or fight her.
Landry could give up the PRU and go home to Jade, to a new future, and a new
life. She had enough money to give her plenty of time to figure out a new
career. She’d joined the military because it was what she thought her father
would’ve wanted. But he turned out to be an ambitious, controlling despot. What do I actually want to do…if
Delaney lets me live?


Chapter Fifty-one

 

 

 


Delaney pulled Simson aside but kept her eyes on Landry. Are you actually thinking I might
be right? “I’m going to take Sledge and see where Kelly’s holding
Muniz. I’m thinking we might’ve fucked things up now that she’s seen us. Could
be that we have to rescue him before we get what we need from Donovan.”


Simson nodded and rubbed her hands together. “And what do I get
to do in the meantime?”


Delaney knew she had to give Simson something. She looked over at
Landry and smiled, knowing she’d barely warmed up. It’d just be like a training
exercise for her. “Soften her up if you must. But don’t break anything and
leave her face and head alone. I want her fully coherent when I get back.”


Simson grinned. “Just the body. No problem.”


“The outside
of her body, Sims. Walker looks at Donovan like she wants to devour her.” The
concept of any of them touching Landry sexually made Delaney want to chop their
hands off just for thinking about it.


Simson held up her hands in mock surrender. “Okay, fine. Just the
shell.”


“Sledge, you’re coming with me.”


Sledge jumped off the bench like it was suddenly on fire and was
at the door before Delaney had moved. “Happy to, boss.”


Delaney slapped her on the back. “Let’s go see where this crazy
bitch has our geek boy.”


They walked in silence to the van. Sledge opened the driver’s
door.


“Are you driving, or do you want me to?”


“You drive. I’ll direct.” Delaney held up her phone with the
tracker app already open. “It looks like she’s got him at Wolfe Lake, so it
should take us about an hour to get there. I’m guessing she’s appropriated the
old Nike missile silo site.” Delaney pulled the door closed behind her and
strapped in. After the accident earlier, there was no way she wanted to be
launched through a windshield. She was glad the impact hadn’t been at greater
speed, or Landry wouldn’t have been in such good shape.


“Can I ask you a question?”


Delaney turned to face Sledge as she backed the van out of the
workshop and drove out of the industrial yard. If this is the part where you ask about us fucking,
you’re shit out of luck…as much as a little part of me wants to.
“Sure. Fire away.”


“And we can talk honestly?”


Christ,
what do you want to know? “If there’s something I don’t want to talk
about, I’ll tell you.”


“Cool.” Sledge nodded and paused for a crazy amount of time
before she spoke again. “Are you sure you can trust those guys with Donovan?
Seems like they’re all a bit bloodthirsty?”


“Simson knows her place, and she’ll follow my orders.”


“Aren’t you worried they’ll do her some serious damage?”


Delaney laughed. “You’ve never met someone like Donovan before,
have you? I’ve seen her tortured for seventy-two hours straight and still not
break until the mission required it. Sure, they’ll put a beating on her, but
trust me when I tell you she can take that and a whole lot more. What you
should be worried about is if she breaks at all.”


“You talk about her like…like—”


“Like she’s still my best friend?”


“Yeah, at the very least.”


“You don’t miss a thing, do you?” Delaney wasn’t sure she wanted
to confront her deeper feelings for Landry, not again. If she could just get to
Ilsa, and if she got Landry back to Jade, everything would be as it was
supposed to be. Maybe.


“Army training in behavioral sciences. I’m good at reading
people. Which is why I think you’re struggling with what you’re having to do to
get what you want.” She paused again. “Please stop me if I’m out of line.
You’re the boss, and I’m not fucking with you. But I’m not a big fan of
following blindly. I think you’re trying to do the right thing and have the
right idea, which is why I want to work for you. For me, that involves
supporting you, if you’ll let me. I just want to understand you, that’s all.”


“Jesus, you’re not the average gun-for-hire, are you? How did you
end up working for Frankie?” Delaney wanted to trust Sledge, and she wanted a
few soldiers with some brains. Sledge spoke with an emotional intelligence that
Simson lacked, and Delaney felt like she was someone she could work with at the
higher level on missions. But she’d need more information before she started
spilling.


“I fell into it, I guess. I was at her bar one night, and there
was a fight. I stepped in, calmed the ones who’d be calmed, and put down the
ones who wouldn’t listen to reason. Frankie liked my style and offered me a
job. I’d just come to the end of another four-year term, and I was deciding
whether or not to re-up. Her terms were way more attractive than the
government’s, and the sweeteners she offered were too good to turn down. I was
pretty much content until you showed up and offered a fuck-ton more!”


They laughed, and Delaney almost forgot what they were supposed
to be doing. “Take a right here onto the Forty-one.”


The conversation continued easily, and the twenty-mile journey
was over quickly. Delaney instructed Sledge to take a left onto South Wolfe
Lake Boulevard. She could see from the map there was a dead-end road that
stopped half a mile shy of the site. “We’ll park there and walk the rest of the
way.”


Sledge parked the van, and they climbed out. Delaney pulled out
her Bushnell ARC binoculars and checked the area. She could see Kelly’s SUV
parked at the entry to the control site. The barbed wire gates were padlocked
with a hefty chain, and it looked like there was only one entrance with metal
doors. Kelly had chosen her kill site well, but Delaney expected no less from
such a prolific serial killer.


“What’s the plan?” Sledge asked as she moved in close.


Delaney tapped on the phone locator. “He’s inside the building
and given that’s Kelly’s car, it’s safe to assume so is she. We need to recon
the area, but watch out for surveillance cameras and motion sensors.”


Sledge seemed surprised. “Do you think she’ll have that kind of
tech installed?”


“I have no idea, but I never underestimate my opponent. Expect
the unexpected, and all that shit.” Delaney handed Sledge another pair of ARCs.
“You go clockwise, and I’ll go counterclockwise. We’ll meet on the other side.
Keep your distance, and stay out of sight. The last thing I want to do is warn
her we’re coming.”


“Sure thing, boss. I won’t let you down.”


Delaney nodded. No.
I don’t think you will.


 


*****


 


Delaney slammed her backpack on the bench and turned to Simson.
“We’re going to need everything we’ve got to get in there.”


Simson looked gleeful. “A full-on assault?”


“That’s definitely a possibility.” Delaney looked beyond Simson
to see Landry looking a little more uncomfortable than when she and Sledge had
left three hours ago. There was blood on her tank, and Delaney suspected Simson
had enjoyed some knife play. She walked across the room to get a better look
and saw several cuts on Landry’s arms and shoulders. Delaney lifted Landry’s
top to find more across her abs and chest. “Did you have fun?” Delaney asked
and regretted her judgmental tone immediately. She released her tightening grip
on Landry’s tank and tried to relax.


“What? I didn’t break anything.”


Simson grinned, and Delaney saw Sledge’s concerned expression.
“That’s not strictly true, is it? You broke skin.”


Simson frowned and shook her head. “I thought you meant bones…”


“Suffering an attack of conscience?” Landry asked, stirring from
her silent respite.


Delaney ignored the query. “Did she tell you anything?” Delaney
didn’t know why she asked. It looked like the kind of child’s play Landry would
never yield to.


“We didn’t ask her any questions.” She laughed, and Miller and
Walker joined her.


Delaney clenched her jaw and reminded herself that Landry had
made the choice to stand in her way. Then
why do I feel so fucking bad for what’s happening? “Sledge, clean
her up.” Delaney stepped back and sat in a nearby chair so she could watch
Sledge while still talking to Simson. “Kelly is holed up in an abandoned
missile silo. There’s one entrance, and all the windows have been bricked up or
concreted in.” Sledge tended to Landry carefully and gently. Delaney could see
the wounds weren’t deep, but there was still plenty of blood. What do I care?
“There’s no surveillance, and the barbed wire serves to pretty much keep any
trespassers out.”


“What’s the plan?”


“We have to go in tonight. I’m hoping she’ll need to come out for
some supplies because she wasn’t prepared to take Muniz today.” Delaney pulled
out Landry’s pocket watch to check the time. “It’s just past seven. We can
gather our gear and be back there by eight thirty.” She flipped it over and saw
the inscription. Landry had told her what it meant and how much she appreciated
Delaney saving it for her. Sledge’s towel was red with Landry’s blood, and an
image of the British spy who originally owned the watch invaded her head. She
shook it away and tried to concentrate.


“What if she just slits his throat when we go in?”


“I don’t think she’ll do that. She likes to take her time, and
she has big plans for Muniz. She’s not the type to panic; she won’t cut and
run.”


“What about her?” Simson motioned toward Landry.


“Sledge can stay here. I’m not leaving Donovan alone, and Sledge
is the least combat-experienced. I want to have the strongest I’ve got with
me.” In truth, Delaney thought Sledge was probably the only one who wouldn’t
fall prey to Landry’s mind games. And
I don’t trust either of the other two to keep their dirty, fucking hands off
her.


Chapter Fifty-two

 

 

 


Landry had zoned out for much of the time that Simson and
her new friends had exercised their fists on her body. It had been harder to
concentrate on her inner thoughts when they took to slicing her upper body
open, literally rubbing salt in the cuts, and striking the open wounds with
blackjacks and belts. It had gotten messy, and that seemed to excite Walker
even more. Several times she’d thrust her blackjack against Landry’s crotch
like she wanted to fuck her with it, and on each occasion, Simson had pulled
her away. Landry suspected the restraint was a direct order from Delaney,
rather than any on Simson’s part.


In truth, she was glad when Delaney returned, and the onslaught
stopped. As torturers, none of them had any sense of pacing their captive. They
were just thugs who enjoyed beating the shit out of people, and it seemed to be
Walker’s idea of foreplay. Now Sledge was doing the exact opposite and was
nursing her injuries with the practiced care Florence Nightingale would’ve been
proud of. She was sending out some mixed signals for a supposedly ruthless
merc.


“We’re going to get Muniz. I need you to stay here and guard
Donovan. I’ll keep you up to date by phone.”


“I think I’m old enough to be left without a babysitter,” said
Landry. Delaney laughed, and it seemed genuine. Old habits.


“Oh, no doubt. But I’d expect to come back to an empty hook and
my prize catch long gone.” She patted Sledge on the shoulder. “Don’t listen to
a word that comes out of her mouth. The best thing you can do is plug in, keep
your distance, and just make sure she doesn’t escape.”


Sledge laughed and tugged at the rope holding Landry. “She’d have
to be a damn fine escapologist to get out of these bindings.”


“You’d be surprised the situations I’ve seen Donovan extricate
herself from.” She turned to leave with the other three following behind. She
called back as she exited, “Seriously, Sledge. Be careful.”


Sledge eyed Landry before she walked away and took her station
back on the bench, as far away from Landry as possible without leaving the
room. Landry heard the van leave about fifteen minutes later. She had at least
two and a half hours to convince Sledge that the right thing to do would be to
release her. Landry just needed to figure out what she needed and wanted out of
life. She had to find out what Delaney had offered her and promise her
something better.


She watched as Sledge jumped down from her bench and went to the
window as if to check the van’s progress. Landry closed her eyes and listened
to the engine, waiting for the moment when she could no longer hear it. Then
she’d begin the turn.


Sledge came back around with a knife in her hand. This could be harder than I
thought.


“Feel like you missed out on the fun earlier?” Landry nodded at
Sledge’s knife.


She shook her head. “No. I’m going to use it to get you out of
here, not fuck you up.”


Sledge knelt down and began to saw through the thick rope
encasing Landry’s ankles. What
the? “I could use an explanation…”


Sledge stopped and looked up. “My name’s Brooke Jackson, and I’m
an undercover FBI agent.”


Landry laughed but wasn’t convinced. “In that case, I think I
would’ve liked it better if you’d have stepped up earlier…before they played
like Blue Man drummers on my body.” Landry could see from Sledge’s puzzled face
that the reference eluded her. “Before your time,” she muttered quietly.


“You could just say thank you.”


Sledge had finished at her feet, and Landry rotated her ankles
gratefully. “Oh, I’m sorry. Thank you for letting them beat the shit out of me
for three hours and then releasing me.”


Sledge cut the bindings from Landry’s wrists and stepped back.
“You’re being a real asshole considering I’m saving your life.”


Landry slowly let her arms drop to her side, before she started
to rub the feeling back into her hands. She clenched and unclenched her hands
trying to bring the blood back and send the numbness away. Was Delaney trying a
different tack? It seemed likely that on their three-hour jaunt to track Muniz
down, they could’ve come up with this plan. Delaney was definitely reluctant to
let Simson loose on her, and since threats to Jade’s life hadn’t quite yielded
the results Delaney wanted, maybe this was her last effort. Only one way to find out.
“You’re blowing your cover for me?” It all appeared way too convenient.


“Looks like it. Are you going to be okay to walk?”


Landry nodded and continued to dig. “Who are you after?”


“Frankie Calvin. No matter what the law gets on her, she wriggles
out of it. Uncle Sam is sick of it, so I was sent in to dismantle the gang from
the inside.”


Landry scanned the room for her boots and clothes. Sledge’s story
was plausible, but Delaney’s mission had nothing to do with Frankie. “Do you
know where they put my stuff?”


“Sure.” Sledge left the room and returned moments later with
Landry’s luggage. She placed them on the table and retreated back to her bench.


Landry opened one of her bags. She pulled off her bloodied tank
and dressed in a fresh T-shirt. Sledge had done a good job of cleaning Landry
up, but her untreated wounds stung, and she shifted uncomfortably as the cotton
touched her skin.


“We’ve got some salve you can put on those. I didn’t get around
to finishing you up. Thought you might like to get off the hook first.”


“Don’t worry about it. Tell me more about how you were bringing
Frankie down by working with Delaney?” It was possible Sledge didn’t have a
choice, and Delaney had cherry-picked her. She was just Delaney’s type and
certainly someone Delaney would’ve happily entertained…before her obsession
with Ilsa. Landry stuffed all of the things she needed into one bag, put her
phone in her pocket, and left the rest on the table.


“I need evidence to show how Frankie is distributing her people
to help others commit crimes. And I’d been seeing the same old things in that
bar for the past nine months. I wanted a change, so I volunteered. I thought
I’d be able to gather more usable intel.”


Landry slipped her leather jacket on and winced again at the
heavy fabric on open wounds all over her torso. Sledge raised her eyebrows and
looked vaguely unimpressed.


“You don’t have to prove anything to me. I already know you’re a
badass. Letting me put some medication on your injuries wouldn’t lessen that.”


“I’ll get fixed up when I get home.” Home to Pulsus. Home to Jade…without Delaney.
“So, thanks for releasing me. I’ll get going.”


Sledge put her hand on Landry’s chest to stop her from walking
out. “That’s it? I can’t stay here, can I? When they get back, and you’re gone,
who do you think cops for that?”


Landry looked down at Sledge’s hand, and she quickly removed it.
“What do you want me to do? Stay here and explain you had a change of heart
about being a hired gun?” Landry slung her bag over her shoulder, maneuvered
around Sledge, and headed for the door.


Sledge caught up and walked alongside her. “Delaney was selling
all kinds of crazy talk about the future, missions to save people, and money
beyond our imagination. You kind of corroborated that when you didn’t balk at
her wanting this PRU thing from you. What’s the deal? Are you time travelers or
just crazy bastards?”


Sledge was either a good actor and this was all an elaborate
ruse, or she was actually telling the truth. Landry knew she couldn’t leave her
here in case it was the latter. Simson would tear her apart. Landry noticed a
rotting smell that was getting stronger. “What the hell is that stench?”


Sledge shook her head. “You don’t want to know.”


Landry stopped and turned to face her. “Yes. I do.” As soon as
Sledge had said those words, Landry knew what the smell was. It was a familiar
one…rotting flesh. “Where is he?”


Sledge pointed to a room on the right farther along the corridor.
“It’s not a pretty sight.”


“I wouldn’t expect it to be.” Landry entered the room and flicked
on the light. She saw Perry propped up against the wall. They hadn’t even had
the decency to cover his body or close his eyes. Simson must’ve used a hollow
point bullet because half his head was missing. She approached him, reached
down, and drew his eyelids closed. She felt helpless, not being able to take
his body back home. She sighed and walked toward Sledge, who was waiting in the
doorway.


“I’m sorry.”


Landry pushed her out of the way. “Why didn’t you blow your cover
for him?”


Sledge continued to walk beside her. “The small matter of a gun
and four against one.”


“It wouldn’t have stopped me.”


“You didn’t stop it either.”


Landry spun around, slammed her forearm across Sledge’s neck, and
pressed her against the wall. Landry didn’t say anything, and Sledge didn’t
struggle. She just held her hands up in surrender. Landry released her and
stalked away again. “Asshole.”


“I’m sorry. That was a stupid thing to say. You’re obviously
protecting something much bigger than one person. You were prepared to die for
it. Are you crazy, or are you really from the future?”


Landry pushed open the workshop doors and took a deep breath of
fresh, warm air. She was glad to see the clear night sky again. She was pretty
sure her chances of getting out of there were slim, but Sledge trying this play
made it surprisingly easy. Landry had heard the van disappear, but it didn’t
have to have everybody in it. Delaney, Simson, and one of the others could
easily have never gotten in at all. They could be hanging around ready to
follow Landry to the PRU, so she needed to be on high alert. And I’ll play along and find out.
“I have to go.” Landry looked at her phone to see where civilization was
closest. It was only a few blocks so she followed that direction.


“Are you going back to the future? Is home 2076?”


Sledge was trailing like a lost puppy and showed no signs of
giving up. “Shouldn’t you report back when you’ve been made?”


Sledge shook her head. “I want to delay that shit-storm as long
as possible. What about your mission and the scientist?”


“What do you know about the scientist?” Landry took a left and
could see an old truck up ahead.


“I know where that bat-shit bitch is holding him.”


Landry laughed, but she wasn’t happy about the situation. Going
back to face her mom and Jenkin without Muniz and
the rest of the team was an epic failure. “Yeah. So do your buddies. I’m not
walking into that.” Landry stopped at the truck and was pleasantly surprised to
find it unlocked. She pulled the panel off, messed with the requisite wires,
and it kicked into action. She turned to try cutting Sledge loose again, but
she wasn’t there. Landry heard the passenger door creak open, and Sledge
climbed in. “I’m not taking joyriders.”


“Just get me out of the city. I don’t want to be anywhere near
Chicago when they return. Frankie will have every hood she has looking for me,
and the way she likes to kill people who betray her is not how I want to go.”


Landry wasn’t worried about being able to overcome Sledge if it
came down to it. She’d checked out her form, and it was clear she wasn’t
packing anything. There’d been no sign of anyone following them up to the
truck, and from the look of the lines of her tight outfit, Sledge wasn’t even
carrying a phone. Of course, the tracker tech Delaney must have used on Muniz
was easily disguised in the hems of shirts or the pockets of jeans. Landry
considered telling Sledge to strip naked to make sure. She pulled the truck out
and headed to the I-90 toward the Dunes and the PRU.


Landry turned on the stereo and attempted to drive in silence
despite Sledge’s constant questions. There was something about her that was
pushing Landry to consider that Sledge was who she proclaimed to be. The
absence of a tail thus far backed her claim.


Landry finally decided to ask a question of her own. “Not happy
working for the FBI?”


“What makes you ask that?”


“Just a feeling.” Landry needed more information to make a
decision. Whichever way this played out, whether Sledge was actually Brooke
Jackson, as she claimed to be, or whether Delaney had calculated the whole
thing, Landry was going home, and she would soon have to leave her somewhere
relatively safe. It was the least she could do considering Sledge had just
saved her a tremendous amount of pain and possibly even saved her life. Blowing
her cover and putting her own life on the line for someone she didn’t know was
no small thing.


“Well, since you ask. I need a new challenge, and I want to make
a bigger difference, you know?”


Landry smiled. She did
know. It was exactly the reason she’d joined Pulsus in the first place.
“Bringing down the Cagle Gang would make a difference, wouldn’t it?” The
evidence pointed toward Sledge really being Brooke Jackson, FBI agent. She’d
taken no part in the torture and had looked distinctly uncomfortable with the
whole situation.


“It would if anyone could do it. But she’s got her tentacles in
so many important fish tanks, that no matter what we do, she’s protected. It’s
hard to know who’s even on the right side anymore.” Sledge shrugged. “It seems
that the only way to enforce the law is to break it, and then maybe we’re no
better than she is.”


“Aren’t you a little young to be so jaded?” Landry knew Sledge
was right. Criminals like Frankie Calvin had all the important officials and
law personnel in their back pockets. Nothing had really changed even in
Landry’s reality.


“You talk like you’re my grandma. You’re what? Five or six years
older than me?”


Landry laughed. “In age, sure. But I’ve lived a few more years
than that.”


“So you really are from the future? It’s such a cheesy straight
out of a movie question. But I have to know I didn’t risk my life and career
for someone with a delusional disorder.”


Landry didn’t respond immediately and cursed herself for letting
her guard slip. She knew she shouldn’t tell Sledge the truth. It was forbidden,
though it seemed that Delaney had already told Sledge and the other two
everything. But that
doesn’t make it right. “I can’t answer that. But I can tell you I’m
immensely grateful that you did.” Landry slowed and pulled the truck to a stop.
“Which makes it slightly harder for me to ask you to get out here.”


“You’re kidding?” Sledge didn’t move to get out.


“I’m sorry, but no, I’m not. We’ve put enough distance between
you and Chicago for you to be able to get safely back to your headquarters,
wherever that is.” Landry reached into her bag, pulled out a clip of five
hundred dollars, and offered it to Sledge. “This should get you where you need
to go.”


Sledge shook her head. “I don’t need your money.” She let out a
quiet laugh that seemed sad. “I don’t know what I expected. A big adventure,
maybe.” She released her seat belt. “I’m being stupid.” She opened the door and
stepped out onto the sidewalk. She leaned back into the car. “Good luck, Landry
Donovan.”


Sledge closed the door softly and Landry watched her walk toward
the main city lights of Gary. She felt guilty. The woman had risked everything
to rescue Landry, and all she could do in return was kick her out and not tell
her anything about…anything. Sledge’s words resonated: “A big adventure.”
Pulsus had never recruited anyone from a different time. There were too many
variables. But Jenkin was
prepared to pull Muniz forward twenty years, so she was building a precedent.


Landry shook her head. I’m
being sentimental. She moved back into her seat and turned up the
music. She thought of Jade and smiled. The way Delaney had acted, not letting
Simson do her work or Walker do her worst, had convinced Landry that Jade was
in no danger. You’re
still in there, Del. Landry drove within the speed limit and watched
for a tail, but there was none.


She went off-road in the Dunes and quickly found the PRU. Landry
was alone but for the sounds of the nocturnal animals. She reprogrammed the PRU
for just her, traced the time circle, and wrapped her hand around the bright
blue cosmic string that presented itself. Time
to go home.
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