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Landry Donovan’s ordered world has been turned inside out. Her best friend and fellow Pulsus employee, Jacqulyn Delaney, has gone rogue back in 2035. She’s intent on taking over Pulsus and changing the past to suit her future, and she’s proven she’ll even go through Landry to make it happen.

 

Landry must go back to 2035 and finish their original mission to save the biophysicist, Muniz, from the vicious serial killer, Nelida Staton. She’s also been tasked with the secondary mission to put a stop to Delaney’s hostile takeover. Her help comes in the form of government agent, Brooke Jackson, who has an agenda of her own. Angry and betrayed, Landry still wonders if she can save Delaney, or if she’ll have to pay the ultimate price. And then there’s Jade, her beautiful, strong girlfriend. Can Landry really have it all, or is she putting Jade’s heart, and life, at risk? 

 

When the inevitable battle with Delaney finally comes around, will Landry act with her heart or her head?
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Chapter One

 

 

 


July 4, 2055—Chicago


 


Brooke squeezed Donovan’s blood from the towel and dipped it in
the lukewarm water again. She returned to Delaney’s suspended captive and tried
to avoid eye contact with her. She suspected Donovan was somewhat confused by
Brooke’s tenderness. Delaney had instructed Brooke to clean her up, but she
hadn’t said do it quite so gently. If what Delaney said about Donovan was true,
she was used to far worse than this, but probably hadn’t been ministered to so
sympathetically by others who’d imprisoned her. But then, she’d probably never
been tortured in the presence of an undercover FBI agent either.


Brooke felt Delaney move up behind her. She’d shown a different
side to Brooke on their reconnaissance trip to locate Muniz. She was clearly
harboring a deep love for Donovan that stood at odds with her current actions.
Brooke hadn’t managed to get her to reveal what was really driving her, but the
spiel about missions and money simply didn’t fit.


“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.”


Donovan was deadpan, but Delaney laughed anyway. “Oh, no doubt.
But I’d expect to come back to an empty hook and my prize catch long gone.” She
patted Brooke 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.”


Brooke pulled at the rope holding Donovan and tested its
strength. It wasn’t budging. Not
without my help. “She’d have to be a damn fine escapologist to get
out of these bindings.”


“You’d be surprised at the situations I’ve seen Donovan extricate
herself from.” Delaney turned to leave with Simson and her fellow mercs
following behind. She called back as she exited, “Seriously, Sledge. Be
careful.”


Brooke snatched a quick glance at Donovan before she walked away
and took her station back on the bench, as far away from her as possible
without leaving the room. She needed a moment to think, and being close to
Donovan wouldn’t help. She had the kind of eyes that could bore into your soul,
snare your deepest thoughts, and expose them.


There was so much pressure for this operation to yield results
that would put Frankie Calvin and her gang out of business. Brooke knew that
freeing Donovan would compromise the whole thing, and with that would come the
loss of her position in the field. Someone always had to take the fall, and
she’d be the obvious choice. She’d be demoted to riding a desk and eventually
be forced out of the agency in search of something more challenging than
profiling killers from a distance and never getting involved where the action
was, where she wanted and needed to be.


The other option was to stand by and watch Simson tear Donovan
apart in search of the location of time travel tech that may or may not exist.
Brooke was almost sure Delaney wouldn’t let Simson kill Donovan, but she wasn’t
certain Simson was fully under Delaney’s control. It wouldn’t be a stretch to
see her, Walker, and Miller rebel and take control, citing Delaney’s love for
Donovan as destructive to their end game. Simson had already murdered one of
her colleagues, and it was clear she wanted to destroy Donovan. Brooke figured
Simson was jealous of Donovan’s hold over Delaney, but there was more to it.
She was the darkness lurking in the college changing room always ready to put a
beating on the football team captain. There was a sadism in her that seemed
insatiable.


Brooke considered her position. FBI agents were known for doing
whatever was necessary to discharge their duties “against all enemies, foreign
and domestic,” but where did time travelers fit into that oath? Was her
responsibility to the American people of 2055 or those in 2076? If she believed
Delaney and Donovan, they’d been affecting the lives of millions of people
worldwide, not just Americans. Wasn’t that more important than stopping the
Cagle Gang?


She thought about the money and her current six-figure salary.
Delaney had promised riches beyond what she could imagine, and Brooke had to
admit that a certain lifestyle was important to her. Having dragged herself
away from a working-class family with no spare money beyond the essentials, she
was determined never to be in that situation again. And she liked nice things,
nice clothes, nice cars.


Brooke shook that train of thought out of her mind. A woman’s
life was at stake here. Fuck the greater good. She couldn’t, and wouldn’t, stand
back and watch Donovan be dismantled and tortured. And if she really is from 2076, maybe I can go with
her…


Brooke heard the building’s shutters come down and the van engine
struggle to life. By the time Delaney negotiated for transport, she had little
money left, and Frankie hadn’t been particularly generous with her fleet of
vehicles. They’d left with the oldest, least reliable van on her lot. Brooke
wondered if it would even make it back to the silo again. She jumped down from
the bench and walked to the window to make sure the van disappeared. It would
be at least two and a half hours before they returned with Muniz, if all went
according to Delaney’s plan. She picked up one of Simson’s knives and came back
around to face Donovan.


“Feel like you missed out on the fun earlier?” Donovan nodded at
her weapon.


Brooke shook her head and smiled. “No. I’m going to use it to get
you out of here, not fuck you up.” She knelt down and began to saw through the
thick rope encasing Donovan’s ankles.


“I could use an explanation…”


Brooke stopped for a second and looked up. Donovan’s expression
was understandably quizzical, and it reminded her of the looks her older
sister, Emily, would give her when she found Brooke burying “treasure” in the
soil with her hands, or making a den from disused wood at the bottom of their
yard. I miss you.
She pulled herself from her unexpected melancholy and replied, “My name’s
Brooke Jackson, and I’m an undercover FBI agent.”


Donovan laughed. “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.”


Brooke frowned and continued her work on the hitches Simson had
secured. That crazy bitch must’ve been in the Navy to tie knots this tough.


“Before your time,” Donovan muttered quietly. 


Brooke sighed as she cut through the final strand. “You could
just say thank you.” 


Donovan rotated her ankles, and Brooke flinched a little when
they cracked.


“Oh, I’m sorry. Thank you for letting them beat the shit out of
me for three hours and then releasing me.”


Brooke cut the bindings from Donovan’s cold wrists and stepped
back. “You’re being a real asshole considering I’m saving your life.”


Donovan dropped her arms slowly to her side and began to clench
and unclench her hands. Brooke could feel from the temperature of Donovan’s
wrists and the marks around them that the ropes had been deliberately tied just
a tad too tightly. Simson was a real piece of work. She wondered what Donovan
might do to her if she got hold of her.


“You’re blowing your cover for me?”


Brooke ignored the suspicion in Donovan’s voice. It was
understandable; this could easily be a ruse to get her to give up the PRU’s
location. “Looks like it. Are you going to be okay to walk?”


Donovan nodded. “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.”


Donovan scanned the room. “Do you know where they put my stuff?” 


“Sure.” Brooke left Donovan alone and came back with the luggage
Delaney had retrieved from the car Donovan had totaled when the serial killer
snatched Muniz. She placed the bags on the table and sat back on her bench,
giving Donovan some space to consider her position.


She watched Donovan open a bag and pull out a fresh T-shirt. She
peeled out of her bloodied tank, and Brooke couldn’t help but admire her
physique. Donovan was in amazing shape. Brooke had always wanted bumpy,
mountainous abs like that, but no matter how many hours she put in at the gym,
all she got was a flat stomach and baby rips. Simson and the others had enjoyed
themselves carving a Pollock abstract of blood using her skin as their canvas
though, and the wounds Brooke hadn’t yet treated looked raw. Donovan was clearly
uncomfortable when her cotton T-shirt came into contact with the open sores.


“We’ve got some ointment 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?”


Brooke tried to look nonchalant at Donovan’s dismissal of her
injuries. Maybe it was machismo, or maybe she was just that hardened. Whatever
it was, Brooke wanted to emulate it. Donovan didn’t seem scared of anything,
including death. She was the kind of woman Brooke had long aspired to be. “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.”


Donovan sorted her possessions into one bag, put her phone in her
pocket, and left the rest on the table. She slipped her leather jacket on, and
Brooke saw her wince slightly as the heavy fabric made contact with the open
wounds on her torso. Brooke raised her eyebrows and tried hard to look
unimpressed when really, she found Donovan’s self-control awe-inspiring.


“You don’t have to prove anything to me. I already know you’re a
badass.” And I want you
to teach me how to be one. Brooke felt her cheeks flush at her
sudden hero-worship and tried to regain some decorum. “Letting me put some
medication on your injuries wouldn’t lessen that.”


“I’ll get fixed up when I get home. Thanks for releasing me. I’ll
get going.” 


Brooke put her hand on Donovan’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?” Donovan looked down at Brooke’s hand, and she
quickly removed it for fear of Donovan breaking all of its twenty-seven bones
in one swift, undefendable move. How
do I convince her to take me with her?


“What do you want me to do? Stay here and explain you had a
change of heart about being a hired gun?” Donovan slung her bag over her
shoulder, maneuvered around Brooke, and headed for the door.


Fuck. Don’t
just let her walk away. She jogged up alongside Donovan. “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?”


Brooke wanted it to be true. Her parents had raised her on a diet
of action and sci-fi movies. Donovan personified each of the good guys in every
one of those movies, but she was better than all of them because she was a
woman. If time travel really was possible, Brooke was becoming more convinced
she wanted in on it. Nothing was holding her in Chicago. There was nothing for
her in 2055, period.


Donovan was ignoring her though, and Brooke decided not to push
it until they got beyond the room where Simson had dumped Donovan’s slaughtered
partner. The smell of putrefying flesh was building, and unless Donovan had
lost her sense of smell from too many punches on the nose, she was sure to say
something shortly.


“What the hell is that stench?”


Busted. Brooke
shook her head. “You don’t want to know.”


Donovan stopped abruptly and turned to face her. “Yes, I do.
Where is he?”


Brooke pointed to a room on the right farther along the corridor.
“It’s probably not a pretty sight.”


“I wouldn’t expect it to be.”


Donovan entered the room and flicked on a light. Perry had been
carelessly cast against the wall, and Simson hadn’t even bothered to close his
eyes. One of the hollow-tipped bullets Frankie was famous for peddling had done
its worst, and half his head was missing. Brooke had been the one who’d had to
mop up what his skull had spilled. It was a job she never wanted to repeat.


Donovan crouched down and paused as if she were silently saying
good-bye. Brooke knew soldiers didn’t like to leave their dead behind. Donovan
sighed deeply as she stood and walked back toward the doorway Brooke was
blocking.


“I’m sorry.”


Donovan 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.” Brooke wanted to pull the words back before they were
audible, but it was too late. Donovan had spun around and slammed her forearm
across Brooke’s neck before she drew her next breath. She saw death, rage, and
chaos in Donovan’s eyes, and she held up her hands in apology. Brooke couldn’t
imagine what Donovan was going through, being betrayed by her best friend. She
said nothing, but dropped Brooke from against the wall and stalked away again.


“Asshole.”


Way to get
an invite into the future, fuckball. “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?” 


Donovan pushed open the workshop doors and paused as if she was
taking in the sky. Maybe she’d resigned herself to dying and figured she’d
never see it again.


“I have to go.” Donovan looked at the map on her phone and began
to walk toward the nearest main street.


“Are you going back to the future? Is home 2076?”


“Shouldn’t you report back when you’ve been made?”


Brooke shook her head. With the Cagle operation blown, there was
no future for her at the FBI. This was the kind of fuckup they simply wouldn’t
tolerate. “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?”


Donovan turned left, and Brooke followed, feeling like the
unwanted kid sister on a big girls’ play date.


“I know where that batshit crazy bitch is holding him.”


Donovan laughed, but it didn’t sound genuine.


“Yeah. So do your buddies. I’m not walking into that.”


Donovan stopped at an old truck, tried the door, and found it
unlocked. Brooke watched through the passenger door window as she pulled the
wiring panel away, fiddled with some wires, and kicked the beast into action.
Being able to hotwire a car was a great skill, another one she hadn’t learned
at the academy. Now I
know how. Brooke tried to quietly open the passenger door and
cringed when it groaned in protest, like it hadn’t been used in years.


“I’m not taking joyriders.”


“Just get me out of the city. I don’t want to be anywhere near
Chicago when they return. If Delaney tells Frankie what’s gone down, she’ll
have every hood she’s got looking for me, and the way she likes to kill people
who betray her is not how I want to go.” She thought about the last informant
Frankie had discovered. Death by bamboo wasn’t on her bucket list for sure.


Donovan pulled the truck out, and from the direction of travel, Brooke
decided she was heading for US-41. 


Brooke noticed her constantly checking the mirrors. “There’s no
tail. This isn’t some stupid plan to get you to trust me and drive me out to
wherever you’ve got this time travel screwdriver thing.” Donovan responded with
an eyebrow raise and a wry look that signaled skepticism. “I understand you
being reluctant to trust me, but I am
with the FBI. Why do you think I didn’t take part in any of the torture stuff?”


Donovan shook her head and kept her eyes on the road. She turned
up the stereo loud in a blatant attempt to drown out Brooke’s questioning.
Watching Miller and Walker beat Donovan before she and Delaney left to follow
Muniz had been uncomfortable, but she also admired her fortitude. She never
backed down no matter what they were throwing at her, although they did seem to
hit an Achilles heel with Jade, the girlfriend who wasn’t a girlfriend. Or some
shit like that. Even so, Donovan was prepared to die rather than give up the
gadget Delaney wanted from her.


“Are you worried about Jade? I don’t think you need to be. I
never heard any mention of her or Kondo before tonight. Delaney was bluffing.
She has a tell. You probably knew that. I probably can’t tell you anything
about her you don’t already know.”


Still, silence prevailed. Brooke hadn’t held a conversation with
herself like this since elementary school with her imaginary friend. She stayed
silent for a few miles, but as they approached the I-90 exit, she panicked.


“Please tell me you didn’t hide your gizmo in the William Powers
State Park? That’s where Muniz is. That’s where Delaney was heading.”


Donovan didn’t respond, and Brooke was glad she didn’t take the
exit. Maybe she was heading farther out to Indiana Dunes. Brooke wasn’t getting
anywhere with her, and she knew there was nothing she could really do to make
Donovan trust her, not in this short time. She got to thinking about what she’d
do when Donovan dumped her somewhere outside of the city. Brooke had to know if
all of this was real. She remembered the last tracker she had in her jeans
pocket. She pulled it out, careful not to be noticed, but there was no real
need. Donovan was focused on the road and clearly doing her damnedest to ignore
Brooke. She dropped her hand down the side of her seat and let the tracker fall
noiselessly to the ground. Now she could follow Donovan and see if she really
was some time traveling world saver. 


“Not happy working for the FBI?” 


Donovan’s sudden question jolted her from her musing. I’m not the only one who reads
people for a living then. “What makes you ask that?”


“Just a feeling.” 


“Well, since you ask, I need a new challenge. And I want to make
a bigger difference, you know?” It’s
what I signed up for, and it just hasn’t happened.


Donovan smiled as if she’d finally found some common ground with
Brooke.


“Bringing down the Cagle Gang would make a difference, wouldn’t
it?”


“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.” Brooke 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.” Criminals like Frankie Calvin had all the important
officials and law personnel in their back pockets. It had been the same last
century, and Brooke expected it to be the same in the next. She wondered if
this Pulsus organization would use its resources to bring Calvin down. She was
probably small fry compared to the missions they authorized.


“Aren’t you a little young to be so jaded?” 


“You talk like you’re my grandma. You’re what? Five or six years
older than me?”


Donovan laughed an easy, relaxed laugh, and Brooke dared to think
she might be making inroads into her confidence.


“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.”


Donovan said nothing for an unbearable length of time, and Brooke
wondered if she was weighing the odds of trusting her.


“I can’t answer that. But I can tell you I’m immensely grateful
that you did.” Donovan 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?” Brooke didn’t move. She knew this was coming,
but somehow hoped Donovan might take a chance on her. It was a ridiculous
thought. She was a professional. Professionals didn’t take chances so they
didn’t make mistakes.


“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.” Donovan reached into her bag, pulled out a roll of dollars,
and offered it to Brooke. “This should get you where you need to go.”


Brooke shook her head. “I don’t need your money.” I want to see where this leads.
She laughed quietly. “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, before leaning back into the car. Her tracker sat like a
good sentry in the well between the seat and the doorjamb. “Good luck, Landry
Donovan.” I hope to be
seeing you soon.


Chapter Two

 

 

 


Somewhere between 2055 and 2076


 


Landry’s pain intensified as she moved through empty space,
clinging tightly to her cosmic string. She’d forced herself to feel nothing and
had been running on adrenaline since Sledge facilitated her escape from an
uncertain future in Delaney’s warehouse. Out of immediate danger, the damage
Simson and her cohorts had inflicted was kicking in, and she wished she’d taken
Sledge up on her Florence Nightingale offer to bandage her body. Landry
couldn’t see her blood because the speed of travel made it impossible to open
her eyes. But she could feel it slow-stream trickling from the numerous deep
knife wounds across her back, chest, and stomach. She estimated she’d lost up
to two pints already and had to hope that she wouldn’t pass out before she reached
2076. The system Jenkin had invented relied on the time traveler being compos mentis enough to
hold on to their cosmic string. A loss of consciousness would result in Landry
falling through the time circle and into the empty space beyond it, forever lost.



She distracted herself with thoughts of Sledge, or Brooke
Jackson, FBI agent as she proclaimed to be. Given that Landry had left 2055
unimpeded, it looked like Brooke was telling the truth. Landry had been pinning
her hopes on turning Brooke to free her, but she did it without prompt and at
great personal and professional cost. The Cagle Gang was a big deal to law
enforcement in 2055, and for another decade, they ran Chicago’s dark
underbelly. Blowing the operation to save Landry would’ve cost Brooke her
career. She’d look her up when she got back to Pulsus to see what became of
her. Landry couldn’t help but think that if Brooke had been born two decades
later, she would’ve made a great extractor.


Landry squeezed her eyes closed tighter against the almost
invasive air she was speeding through and concentrated on Delaney. In truth,
she still hadn’t reconciled the new, power-hungry version of her best friend.
The Delaney she knew was in there somewhere. She had to be. Landry was sure she
could’ve gotten through to her if not for Simson’s interjections. With her own
growing feelings for Jade, Landry could empathize with Delaney and her desire
to get back to Ilsa. Their mission and actions had resulted in her death, and
there was no way Pulsus would authorize a costly foray back to 1942 to rescue
someone they saw as insignificant. But she wasn’t insignificant to Delaney;
she’d become everything. If Delaney had come to Landry and confessed the depth
of her enduring desire for Ilsa, could she have helped her? Would she have
helped?


Concentrating on anything other than the physical effects of the
jump became impossible. Landry knew she was nearing the end of the time tunnel
as nausea took hold of her. She gripped the string and prayed to whatever it
was you were supposed to pray to for a swift and safe end to the journey. She
wasn’t eager to speak to Jenkin or her mom, but she did want to make sure Jade was safe from
Kondo. She hoped Brooke was right and that Delaney was bluffing.


The exit of the time circle pressed against her face before the
rest of her body. It felt like sticky Saran Wrap and made the final moments
almost unbearable. Landry entered the jump room and gulped the conditioned air
gratefully. It took a few seconds before she could open her eyes and adjust to
the light. Her mom and Jenkin came into focus. She expected her mom to look
concerned; she always did when she returned. But Jenkin looked worried too, and
that was
unexpected. An engineer removed the PRU from her clenched hand, and Landry felt
arms slip around her body to support and lead her to a regenerative pod.


“Pumpkin…”


Her mom had no more words. Another surprise. The blood loss made
Landry weak, and her legs buckled beneath her. For once, she was content to
accept someone else’s assistance, and she let herself be carried to the pod. A
mixture of warm and cold hands touched her skin as they undressed her, and the
alternating temperatures soothed her.


“We can’t put her in the chair, not with those wounds. She’ll
need to be suspended.”


“Get on with it, then. Hurry.” 


Landry heard the impatient fury in her mom’s voice, but she
sounded far away and echoed like the ocean in an abandoned seashell. She felt
gravity fall away until she was fully horizontal. Someone placed a soft cushion
beneath her head to straighten her spine, and at that moment, she stiffened.
“Jade.” Landry was sure she’d shouted her lover’s name, but she didn’t hear
herself. Her mom appeared over her and took her hand. She appreciated its
warmth, and her presence comforted her.


“What did you say, Pumpkin?” She turned her ear close to Landry’s
mouth as if her previous exclamation had been nothing more than a hoarse
whisper.


“Jade…Kondo.” She could manage no more, and her consciousness
began to drift away into the horizon like a wispy cloud on a breezy day.


“She’s fine, honey. Relax.”


I trust
you, Mom. She’d been the one to save Jade before. Maybe she’d saved
her from Kondo. Landry heard the door to the pod close and the multiple voices
floated away until she could hear nothing other than the steady stream of sleep
gas as it snaked its way through her nose to its intended receptors. Jade.


Chapter Three

 

 

 


July 4, 2055—William W. Powers State Recreation Area, Chicago


 


Delaney slowed the van to a stop, and it cut out without her
switching off the engine. “Fucking piece of shit. If this manages to make it
back to the factory, I’m calling on Frankie for a replacement.”


Miller laughed. “Good luck with that. You’ve run out of credit,
and she’s not known for her generosity.”


Delaney stepped onto the broken tarmac. The sun was setting, and
the silo cast a dark shadow across the park. She couldn’t decide whether or not
she was relieved that Kelly’s SUV was still beyond the locked gates. It
would’ve been less risky to Muniz if she’d left for supplies, duct tape, or
something. Her presence did give Delaney the opportunity to put an end to her
career in killing. Delaney reminded herself that was supposed to be a major
reason for all her recent actions. This couldn’t all be about Ilsa. Could it?


Simson handed her a cell phone. “It’s ready to call Kelly.”


She’d managed to get the number from the car rental place they’d
tracked Kelly’s car to. A flash of her fake FBI credentials, and they were
happy to give up all of Kelly’s details, including her current alias of Nelida
Staton. “Excellent.” Delaney made the call and waited for her to answer.


“Hello?”


If she was currently engaged in torturing poor Muniz, it wasn’t
reflected in her voice. Her clipped English tones were crisp and even. She had
the kind of voice that was perfect for public radio, a voice you could listen
to reading the dictionary.


“Diane Kelly? Or should I say, Nelida Staton? Not that it really
matters what you want to call yourself, I suppose.”


There was a long pause before she responded. “Who is this?”


“That doesn’t really matter either. What does matter is that
you’ve chosen the wrong victim this time.”


Nelida laughed. “On the contrary. I choose my playmates with
extreme care. In what way is Lyman wrong for me?”


Her self-assuredness was surprising given the circumstances, but
Delaney doubted she had any idea they were right outside the front door of her
play cave.


“You’ve been made, Nelida. Muniz is a very important man, and we
need him back.”


“I
need him. This conversation is pointless. Good-bye.”


“It’s only pointless if you’re ready to die. Are you?”


Nelida scoffed. “What are you talking about? I’ve got a very long
life ahead of me, thank you, and you’re not about to change that.”


“Really? Perhaps you should look outside and give us all a wave,
then. Though you’ll have to come to the door, since there are no windows in
your little den.”


Simson looked shocked that Delaney had just given away the upper
hand of surprise, but she knew what she was doing. Nelida was a serial killer,
not a soldier. She’d have no idea how to cope in this situation. Delaney
signaled for her team to follow her, and she approached the metal fencing. She
motioned for Walker to cut an entrance with the bolt cutters she had hefted
over her shoulder.


Finally, Nelida spoke again. “Who…who are you?”


“We’re the people who’ll rain the fire of American hell on your
English ass unless you give Muniz up right now.”


Walker pulled back the cutaway fencing, and Delaney led the way
to the front door of the silo. A small camera positioned at the top of the door
whirred in their direction, and Delaney waved.


“I don’t understand. How did you find me?”


Nelida sounded far less confident now. That’s more like it. “Now that’s pointless. What
does it matter now that we’re here? I’d ring the doorbell like a polite guest,
but there doesn’t seem to be one. Perhaps you should make sure you and Muniz
are far enough away so you won’t be hurt when we blast the doors open with a
little C4.”


Simson took the verbal cue and forced her hands into tight latex
gloves for protection. She placed her backpack on the ground and pulled out a
small amount of plastic explosive. Delaney watched as she shaped it around the
hinges of the heavy metal doors. She smiled as Walker and Miller took a few
steps backward, perhaps frightened it might spontaneously detonate. They
weren’t as tough as they made out. Landry would’ve laughed at their lack of
knowledge. C4 was a particularly stable explosive to work with. Delaney grasped
the thought by its throat and shook it to the ground. Let me go.


“That’s not necessary, is it?”


Nelida’s voice now sounded hurried and somewhat breathless. Her
lack of composure made Delaney smile. “You’ll open the door, and we’ll discuss
Muniz’s release over a cozy cuppa?”


Simson laughed and shook her head at Delaney’s attempt at an
English accent. She inserted blasting caps into the molded lumps and began to
unwind the detonator cord, traveling backward and around the corner of the
building. Delaney motioned for Miller and Walker to follow. They complied while
trying to look unconcerned and nonchalant. It didn’t work. Simson fake-dropped
the electronic ignition, and they both looked like they might soil their pants.
Delaney and Simson laughed, while Miller and Walker muttered expletives
impossible to hear.


“Nelida? Are you coming to the door, or are we coming in?”


“I need to know who you are. Are you law enforcement or a private
corporation security firm?”


“You’re concerned about your future?” You should be. You don’t have one.


“Of course. I want to know what your intentions are.”


Because you
want to continue your killing career. “We have no interest in you.” I’ll even terminate you quickly.
“If you cooperate now before we have to waste our valuable resources, you can
walk free and stalk yourself another victim to spend the week torturing.”
Delaney glanced at Simson, aware she’d just dropped a piece of information she
shouldn’t rightly know. “Whatever is it you have planned, you can do it
elsewhere.” 


“And how do I know I can trust your word?”


“You don’t. No more than I know I could trust yours if you say
you won’t harm our asset. But we have to start somewhere, don’t we? Open the
door, hand over Muniz, and walk away.”


“You’re the women I saw at Lyman’s hotel. And in the city where I
snared him. Are you the one I knocked unconscious?”


“No. She doesn’t work with us.” Delaney thought of Landry hung up
back at their factory. She was certain Sledge would be immune to her mind
games. She’d said she had behavioral training with the army, and she seemed
bright enough not to fall for any of Landry’s plays. With Muniz in hand, all
Delaney would need was the location of the PRU, and everything from there
should be relatively simple. She’d hoped the threat of harm to Jade would’ve
been enough to get Landry to hand it over, but it wasn’t to be. Simson would
have her day, or more likely, days, because Landry wouldn’t break easy. And
Delaney knew now she wouldn’t be able to watch or even be in the same building.
She’d nearly lost it when she saw what they’d done to Landry while she and
Sledge were scoping out this place. There was no way she could stand by when
Simson began to work her over and ask questions. Her feelings for Landry were
strong, and they weren’t going away. Nor were her feelings for Ilsa, but it
seemed the two couldn’t be reconciled. She’d made her choice. Now she had to
deal with it.


“Is she law
enforcement?”


Delaney sighed. The conversation had taken a hard right into
Dullsville. “She’s FBI, yes. But you don’t have to worry about her, because
we’re holding her captive.” It occurred to Delaney that Nelida was buying time,
but she wasn’t sure why. There was no other exit from the compound. Is there something I’ve missed?


“I don’t understand how so many people know about me. I’ve been
so careful—”


“You’ve got fifteen seconds to open this door, or we’re blasting
it open.” The line went dead, and Delaney tossed the phone back to Simson. She
addressed Miller and Walker. “Is there another way out of here? Underground
tunnels?”


Miller rubbed her forehead as if to stimulate her memory.


“I remember reading something once about a network of tunnels
underneath Chicago, maybe sixty or seventy miles worth. They were for shifting
coal and providing air for movie theaters. Phone cables were hidden down there
too. I thought it was only downtown, but it makes sense that this place was
connected.”


Delaney shook her head. “And you couldn’t have dredged that
little prize nugget of info up earlier?”


Miller shrugged. “Sorry, boss. I didn’t think.”


Shit.
Delaney had been spoiled working with highly trained Pulsus employees. Miller
and Walker were just gun whores. She could imagine what Landry would make of
this fuckup, and none of it was good. God,
I miss working with you. “Blow it.” Delaney positioned herself
around the corner and out of the blast zone.


The explosion was minimal, and the dust was quick to clear. The
four of them entered the complex with flashlights and guns raised. They found
Muniz in a particularly uncomfortable position, but there was no sign of Nelida
Staton. She lived to kill another day.


Chapter Four

 

 

 


Brooke watched the taillights of Donovan’s truck disappear
in the hazy evening light before assessing her surroundings. A used car lot. At
least Donovan hadn’t left her in the middle of BFE, and she’d learned how to steal a car less
than an hour ago. She looked around for an inconspicuous ride, something dusty
and old that wouldn’t be missed for a while. She spotted an old beige Pinto
with ridiculous racing stripes in the corner of the yard, conveniently parked
at the front and not behind the locked metal fence. Time to put my new skill to use.


Luck wasn’t with her, and the car was locked. She bunched her
jacket around her elbow and smashed it into the rear driver’s side window.
Annoyingly, it neither splintered nor cracked. It always works in the fucking movies.
Brooke scanned the ground for something more solid than her now-throbbing arm,
settled on a palm-sized rock, and accomplished the task with her second
attempt. She hooked her arm in, popped the lock, and opened the door. Recalling
what Donovan had done, and thankful she’d paid attention in shop class, Brooke
repeated everything carefully. It took her a little more effort than it seemed
to take Donovan to break the steering lock, but the audible crack came eventually,
and Brooke was ready to chase down her tracker.


Brooke’s phone indicated Donovan was heading northeast on the
West Dunes Highway. The Indiana Dunes had to be her final destination. Brooke
pulled out, and the Pinto fought back, unhappy it’d been disturbed from its
rusty retirement spot.


“C’mon, little car. Don’t let me down.” It chugged along for
twenty feet before settling into a smoother ride, and Brooke stroked the
steering wheel. “That’s my girl.” She smiled at the unexpected recollection of
her dad always treating their cars better than he would most people, even when
all they could afford were clunkers.


Brooke thought of all the sci-fi movies she’d watched as a kid
and didn’t quite believe she was on her way to finding out if fiction had
finally been realized into fact. Would she be disappointed if she got to
Donovan and there was no fantastical fairy dust to transport her twenty years
into the future? If Donovan were already gone, it wouldn’t particularly prove
anything because she could’ve arranged for someone to meet her there once she’d
dumped Brooke. Whatever she was going to find, she wanted it to be something.
Other than saving Donovan’s life, she had to know if she’d hit the
self-destruct button on her career for a greater cause.


She noticed the tracker was no longer moving. It’d take ten
minutes to catch up. Should she blaze in and demand to be part of whatever the
hell this all was? Donovan probably wouldn’t appreciate that approach, and no
doubt she wouldn’t take too kindly to the stalker behavior. Maybe she should
watch from a safe distance and hope that Donovan might need her help again.
Given Brooke had dropped a tracker in her truck, Donovan would probably suspect
she was still working for Delaney and would knock her out, or worse. And while
Brooke knew how to take care of herself, she was under no delusions that she
could take Donovan down.


Brooke took a left into the main park. Donovan’s truck still
hadn’t moved, and she wondered if she was already too late. The trail took her
away from the main parking lots toward a dead end. She pulled in, uncoupled the
ignition and starter wires to kill the engine, and continued on foot using her
phone as a light. At the end of the road, Brooke saw the stolen truck, but
there was no sign of Donovan or anyone else.


She sighed and acknowledged the rise of disappointment. Brooke
saw herself looking Landry Donovan up on the FBI database while she was riding
her desk waiting to be unceremoniously dismissed for abusing paper clips. She
moved closer to Donovan’s abandoned vehicle and saw her bag was still inside. Shit. Was she just
relieving herself in the bushes? Brooke shone her flashlight in a full circle,
but there was no sound or movement. She reached in, turned the headlights on to
illuminate the area more, and saw footprints in the sand that looked about the
size of Donovan’s feet. Brooke followed them, but they stopped soon enough, and
she walked beyond them to the edge of the trees, thinking Donovan might have
jumped in there for God knows what reason.


“What the fuck?” Brooke had turned back to the headlights, and
they looked…shredded. She took two steps to the side, and the truck looked
fine. When she moved back though, it was weirdly distorted. She reached out
tentatively, hoping her hand wouldn’t disappear or become deformed in some way.
The buckled air warmed her fingertips, and as she ventured more of her arm
forward, it extended up to her shoulder. She sucked in a breath, closed her
eyes, and stepped through it. There was no sudden vortex, and she didn’t
disintegrate.


When she opened her eyes, all she saw was the battered truck and
its unblinking, unadventurous headlights glaring her down. She laughed. “No
rabbit hole today, Alice.” She turned around and mapped the fragmented space to
discover it was a perfect circle. A Donovan-sized circle. The air began to
cool, and the strangely configured area began to fade. I’ve missed her by minutes.


When it had completely dispersed, Brooke walked back to the truck
feeling vaguely vindicated. Landry Donovan was
a time traveler. Which meant so were Delaney and Simson. Their mission was
real. Had they already secured Muniz? She checked her watch; Delaney had left
them just under two hours ago, and if there’d been no complications, they might
already be back. She’d set up audio and visual surveillance in the building
opposite, so even if they were, she’d still be able to find out what had
happened. It would take Brooke maybe just over an hour to get back to the
factory if she broke every speed limit on the way. The SUV seemed like the
obvious option, so the little Pinto would get to rest some more. She wasn’t
sure it would even start again anyway.


Feeling like a pro thief, Brooke set the SUV into action. She
checked the contents of Donovan’s bag, but there was nothing of note other than
the roll of money she’d offered Brooke earlier. She slipped it into her pocket.
I guess Donovan didn’t
need it. As far as the FBI knew, she was still deep cover. As long
as she reported to her handler as per the schedule, she might be able to keep
up the charade. Brooke felt certain that Donovan would come back to get Muniz.
He was important to her organization for some reason. While she waited, Brooke
decided she should tail Delaney to make sure Muniz was safe. When Donovan
returned, Brooke would be able to help her complete her mission, and maybe,
just maybe, Brooke could convince Donovan to take her back to the future to
start afresh.


Chapter Five

 

 

 


June 27, 2076—Pulsus Island


 


“For the love of all that’s fucking holy, will someone please
tell me where Kondo is?” Landry had emerged from the regenerative pod in newly
perfect condition, and her first thoughts were of Jade.


Her mom and Jenkin sat opposite her in the debriefing room
looking as confused as she felt.


“What does Kondo have to do with any of this?”


Landry could see that Jenkin stopped herself from a bombardment
of questions, and it was completely understandable. Landry had come back from a
sixty-million-dollar mission without her team and probably more importantly for
Jenkin, without Muniz. But until she knew Jade was safe, Landry couldn’t settle
in for a full debrief. “I’ll explain everything, but I need to make sure Jade
is okay.” 


Jenkin shook her head. “What does Jade have—”


“Call her, Pumpkin. Please just make it quick.”


Landry smiled at her mom as she handed over her phone. Her smile
grew wider when she saw that Jade was on her favorites contact list. Hope
swelled when she also saw her mom had spoken to Jade earlier today. She’s safe. 


“Landry.”


Her heart jumped at the sound of Jade’s voice. Strung up like an
animal ready for the slaughterhouse, Landry had wondered if she’d ever hear her
again. “Hey, sweet lady.” She didn’t ask if she was okay or if she’d noticed a
big, ugly creep following her. Now wasn’t the time to worry her, not when she
was on the mainland and Landry would probably be stuck here for the next few
hours. All that mattered was that she was safe. She could only hope that Kondo
was nowhere near her.


“When are you coming home for your hero’s welcome?”


Heroes come
home victorious. I’ve come home empty-handed. “I’m hoping to be back
in the city by early evening. Can you ditch training?”


“I’m in the middle of copping a double session right now so I can
be free tonight. Meet you in the restaurant? I won’t be eating; you’re the only
thing I’m hungry for. I’ve missed you.”


Landry wanted to wrap Jade up in her arms, but knowing she was
safe would have to be enough for now. Her mom motioned for Landry to wrap the
conversation up. Jenkin was pinching the bridge of her nose hard enough to
crush it. She was clearly barely in control of her frustration.


“Sounds perfect. I have to go. I’ll see you soon.” Landry handed
the phone back. “Thanks, Mom.”


She put it on the table and set the recording device in motion.
“Tell us what happened…”


Landry recounted the sorry story, from Perry telling her of
Delaney’s plan to take over Pulsus and hoping to recruit Landry, to him being
murdered by Simson, her own capture, and her aided escape by an undercover FBI
agent, Brooke Jackson. Jenkin made notes while her mom simply looked stunned.


“We knew something was wrong when our memories of Delaney, Perry,
and Simson began to fade and muddle. It became obvious they were all dead, but
we never would’ve predicted something this disastrous.”


Jenkin had taken the mission summary far better than Landry
thought she might. Landry had come home to Pulsus as she’d left it, the
opposite of which had been the fear playing hide-and-seek at the back of her
mind. She’d wondered if Delaney had decided to go after Jenkin and her mom in
2055 and somehow failed. Landry’s chest tightened, and she struggled to breathe
normally. She leaned back in her chair and massaged its arms in an effort to
calm herself. What’s
wrong with me? Grief. Some part of her was hoping to find Delaney at
Pulsus on her return, twenty years older and full of remorse for her actions in
Chicago. Instead, she was dead, and Landry didn’t know how.


She steadied herself and concentrated on thoughts of a serene
rock pool to bring her back into the room. It wasn’t the kind of ridiculous
woo-woo trick Landry would usually use, but the last thing she needed was
Castillo signing her off active duty due to perceived psychological issues.
“Are there any records? Do you know what happened?”


Jenkin shook her head. “When it became clear they were dead, our
researchers began searching the archives, but they’ve yet to come up with
anything. There are so many unidentified people who die every day, adequate
records aren’t maintained. Over one hundred million died in the US between your
mission and now. Delaney and Simson weren’t of that time period, and no one
reported them missing. Tracking two Jane Does has thus far proved impossible.”


“Do you know where Kondo is?” He wasn’t holding Jade captive, but
he was still part of something they needed to know more about.


“We don’t know. Two days after we sent you on the mission, he
gave me his resignation letter and nothing I could say or offer him would
change his—”


“Is that when you started to have déjà vu experiences of the rest
of my team?” Landry found it hard to say Delaney’s name. And all she wanted to
do when she thought of Simson was spit fire.


“It’s certainly when we articulated them to the board and raised
it as a concern,” replied Jenkin.


“He must’ve run when his memories began to warp, and he realized
Delaney’s plan hadn’t worked. He knew I was still alive, and he couldn’t risk
being here when I got back.”


Jenkin moved forward in her chair and looked at Landry as if she
held the key to the gates of heaven.


“What’s your concern?”


“My concern is how deep the rot goes. I was told about Kondo, but
they didn’t mention anyone else. We could naively hope that’s because no one
else was involved, but we have to explore the possibility that there are
others.” What would I have
done if I’d wanted to take over? “The plan was to gain control of
the PRU, come back here, and take over the organization. Even if she intended
to bring back the goons she hired in Chicago, I’m not sure four of them and
Kondo would have been enough.” Landry stood and walked to the window
overlooking a jump room. She thought of the missions she and Delaney had come
back from. All in the past, and her memories of Delaney were already beginning
to slip away. Will that
make it easier when I go back to face her? 


Her mom came up beside her and gently put her hand on Landry’s
shoulder. “You think she organized an army before she left?”


“Maybe not an army but certainly some key players.” Landry turned
back to face Jenkin. “Kondo was your personal guard. Perhaps it was their
intention for him to take you hostage as soon as they emerged from the time
circle. I guess with you secured, they wouldn’t need a lot of people.” Landry
moved around the room as if it were happening in front of her. “They’d gain
control of the jump room and seal off all communications. With you in hand,
they’d call a board meeting. They wouldn’t even have to announce what was
happening. Delaney would take a position on the board and the missions would be
directed by her.”


“What does that mean in terms of the rot?”


Jenkin’s question brought Landry back into the moment. “We have
to bring Kondo back to the island and interrogate him. We need to know who else
Delaney and Simson recruited. If anyone, I expect it was mainly operatives. You
don’t think anyone on the board might’ve been swayed? Has anyone else left
without warning?”


Jenkin and her mom exchanged a look Landry couldn’t decipher.
“This is no time to keep secrets. Right now, the three of us in this room are
our only guaranteed allies.”


Jenkin nodded, as if to give permission to Landry’s mom to speak.
“After the board meeting Delaney attended, Jolene Dudley seemed to think
Delaney had a point that we should explore. But no, there’ve been no other
resignations.”


“Good. Dudley’s the environmental psychologist, yeah?” With so
many names and multiple positions of power, keeping up with the board members
hadn’t seemed important before now.


“She is. And she’s the only one who might have been swayed by
Delaney’s rhetoric. Jolene’s been a friend for a long time, but she only came
on board once we’d managed the first successful mission, bringing Elena back to
us.”


Jenkin sighed deeply, and Landry wondered if this responsibility
was beginning to take its toll. She was looking older than her fifty-six years.
Landry thought she would’ve taken advantage of the regen tech and rewound a few
years. That Jenkin hadn’t done that reinforced Landry’s belief that Jenkin had
the best intentions and wasn’t in this for her own selfish reasons. If only Delaney could’ve seen
that.


“You should bring her in right now and find out. Mom, you were
working on a serum that acted against the brain’s capacity to maintain silence
under duress. Where are you with that?”


“A so-called truth serum? I’m afraid not. We were trying to stabilize
the effects of sodium thiopental, but I stopped work on it some time ago. We
wanted to concentrate on more important things…”


“Anything you want to share with me?” Landry felt the need to
know everything Pulsus was developing. She wanted to be sure that being forced
into a choice between Pulsus and Delaney hadn’t camouflaged a third option of
leaving both of them behind to simply be with Jade.


“Advanced DNA engineering. It’s nothing new, Landry. You know
I’ve been working on it for years now.”


Landry recognized the sadness in her mom’s voice. She wanted to
help so many more people than she already had. Jenkin moved closer to Landry’s
mom and draped her arm over her shoulder. She pulled her in as if to comfort
her.


“We were hitting brick walls in terms of fixing diseases, but
Elena is closer than she’s ever been. She’s almost ready for test subjects.
It’s just never fast enough, is it, Elena?”


Priscilla.
Landry hadn’t thought about the girls since she’d regained consciousness after
the regeneration process. She hadn’t called them to check in. Would Jade have
told her if Priscilla’s situation had worsened? Jesus, one thing at a time. “You’ll just
have to use the old-fashioned methods then.” Sub-consciously, Landry slipped
her hand beneath her T-shirt to stroke where there should be scars from her
time with Simson. Thankfully, all she felt was smooth skin.


“Are you volunteering?” Jenkin asked.


“God, no. That’s not my area of expertise.” She’d never had any
affection for interrogation. “I’ll leave you to isolate Dudley and find Kondo.
The faster you move on this, the better. I don’t want to return to Chicago and
not be sure that I can get back.”


“You’re getting ahead of us, Donovan. You know the human body is
too fragile to jump again for at least three weeks, even yours.”


Landry’s mom looked serious. “And besides that, maybe it
shouldn’t be you who goes back.”


“What are you talking about? Of course I have to go back. I have
to finish the mission and bring Muniz back…” Landry paused. And Delaney? “What
happens to Delaney and Simson?” And
Jackson? I need to find out where she ended up.


“We have to convene the board, Landry. All the possibilities have
to be considered. Leaving them in 2055 doesn’t appear to have made any
significant ripples in the time continuum.”


Ripples?
“You want me to kill them?” Fuck.


Jenkin shook her head. “Don’t jump to conclusions, Donovan. Like
Elena said, we have to look at everything we know and consider everything we
don’t know. Leave that to us while you recuperate for a few weeks. There’s no
hurry to get back—Muniz, Delaney, Simson—they’re not going anywhere.”


Landry looked to Jenkin. “You have to promise me I’ll be the one
to lead the mission.” If
I have to beg, I will.


“Donovan, you know how this works. Like Elena said, the board will
meet and decide the way forward…I’ll make it clear you want to go back. You’re
sure you want to?”


“I’ve never been more sure of anything. I have to go back.” I need to fix this.


Chapter Six

 

 

 


July 4, 2055—Chicago


 


Delaney squeezed her eyes shut tight and waited for a moment. It can’t be. When she
opened them, she expected Landry to be back where she’d left her. Instead, the
chain from which she’d hung swung gently in the evening breeze coming through
the open window. The ropes that had bound her were in sad little strips on the
floor, taunting proof of a bewildering betrayal. Sledge had seemed so genuine.
What was her weak spot? What had Landry offered her, coaxed, or persuaded her
with? Delaney was certain she’d secured Sledge’s allegiance with promises of
riches beyond anything she could imagine. She’d seemed ambitious and eager to
make a difference, like she could be a more stable asset than Simson.


“What the actual fuck?”


Simson’s voice shattered Delaney’s solitary musing. This changes everything.


“Aw, shit.” Miller pushed past Muniz, and he stumbled into the
table.


“I don’t understand. What is this?” Muniz looked to Delaney for
an explanation. “Where’s the other agent? What’s all that blood? What’s
happening?”


Delaney placed her hand on his shoulder. “Just relax for a moment
while we figure this out. I’ll explain everything.”


Muniz turned as if to leave, but Miller and Walker blocked his
path. Delaney pulled him farther into the room and pushed him down onto a
chair. “Please…take a seat.” Delaney nodded to Simson, and she positioned
herself behind Muniz, placing her hand on his shoulder to keep him in position.
Delaney looked at Miller and Walker. “This is probably going to be the part
when you pick up your shit and leave.” There could be no pretense. They were in
it for the money and nothing else. Landry was gone, and with her any chance of
securing the PRU. At least, not until she came back to complete the mission.
Delaney was sure she’d be coming back for her.


“No Donovan, no money?”


Delaney tilted her head. “That’s one way to put it, Miller.” Completely fucked is another.


“I guess we’ll never know if you were all crazy motherfuckers
then,” Miller said, as she pulled one of Delaney’s phones from her pocket.


She tossed it to Simson, and Walker did the same.


“Not unless you stick around,” Delaney replied. There was no
chance in hell they were going for that. They were hired guns looking for a big
paycheck. She hadn’t managed to secure their loyalty beyond their greed for
green.


They smiled and shook their heads in unison. “As fun as this has
been—and playing with Donovan was
great fun—we were promised something it looks like you can’t deliver on. You
paid for three days, and your three days are up. No more money means no more
mercs. The Cagle Gang doesn’t tend to extend credit. You can ask, but refusal
tends to come in the form of chopping off an extremity or two.” 


Delaney’s smile hid the snarl that surfaced in response to
Walker’s obvious glee in torturing Landry. “Then we’ll manage on our own.”


Walker motioned with a casual salute, and they headed out of the
building. The sound of their heavy-heeled boots echoed along the corridor, and
Delaney didn’t speak again until they’d faded completely. She turned to Muniz.
“Do you have your USB stick?” There was no time to dwell on Landry’s current
absence. A new plan was necessary.


“I’d like an explanation. The other woman told me she worked for
the FBI. She knew I work for Jay Jenkin. Who are you and who were they?” 


Delaney contemplated her response for a moment before she
answered. The last thing they needed was for Muniz to be a problem. It’d be
easier if he didn’t realize what she and Simmons were really up to. “We work
for Jenkin and Pulsus, as does the other woman, Donovan. She’s been reassigned
after losing you to Kelly. We had to employ those two as backup.” Simson nodded
as if she appreciated the ruse Delaney was building. “What did she tell you?”


Muniz laughed, but he sounded anxious. His clenching and
unclenching hands indicated he was pretty terrified with the situation. What would Landry do?
She had to put him at ease, get him on board, and diminish his discomfort.
Muniz had been bundled into a car by a supposed FBI agent, had a car crash, and
been kidnapped by a serial killer. He was already a paranoid, nervous wreck of
a man, so the past few hours must’ve pushed him to the breaking point. If
Delaney didn’t handle this right, he could go into meltdown and be no good to
anyone.


Delaney pulled up a chair and sat opposite him. “I’m sorry to
have to press you, Mr. Muniz. Would you like some water? Or maybe something
stronger? You must be in shock.”


He nodded, wringing his hands together and repeatedly pressing
his thumb into the palm of his hand like it was a pressure point that might
calm him down. “Water. Water, please.”


Delaney inclined her head to Simson, and she left the room to
fulfill his request.


“I can’t imagine what you’ve been through today, Lyman. Is it
okay to call you Lyman?”


He nodded but said nothing.


“Could you tell me what Donovan said to you before Kelly crashed
into her car?”


“She said she worked for Jenkin, and that she’d sent her here.
She said that my life and work depended on getting in the car with her.” He
shrugged. “That’s all she said. I suppose she was too busy trying to get me out
of the city before that crazy woman could attack me…What I don’t understand is
how you knew my life was in danger.” 


Simson returned with a bottle of water, and Muniz held it to his
forehead before opening it and drinking almost half.


“Do you know what Jenkin is working on?” Muniz nodded again and
continued to sip at the water. “Do you believe she’ll ever accomplish time
travel?”


He nodded, more vigorously this time. “If anyone can, it’s
Jenkin. She has a mind that comes along once or twice in a generation at most.
It’s an honor to work for her.”


Delaney smiled. “You wouldn’t find it hard to comprehend that we
might be from a future where Jenkin has
invented time travel then?”


His brow furrowed, and he placed the empty bottle on the table
beside Landry’s bag. Delaney wondered what she’d left behind and if any of it
still smelled of her. What
the fuck? She rolled her head and the sound of her neck muscles
cracking made Muniz grimace. Get
out of my head.


“You’re from the future?”


“We are.”


“And you were sent to protect me?”


“That’s right. We need to get you to Jenkin. You’ve been safe
roaming the country to this point, but now you’re not.”


Muniz began to press his thumb into his palm again, and Delaney
wanted to grab his hands to stop him. The sound of his fingers rubbing hard
over the bones of his hand grated, and Delaney clenched her jaw to contain her
irritation. She was trying hard to concentrate on her next moves and ignore the
fact that she’d lost Landry. 


“You knew Nelida was going to kill me, and Jenkin sent you back
to stop it?”


“Yes.”


Delaney relaxed a little when Muniz stopped twisting his hands.
He grinned widely, like a geek on Christmas day unwrapping a chemistry set. He
stood, and his chair fell back with the force. Delaney waved off Simson’s move
to contain him.


“She did it!” He almost skipped across the floor. “Oh my
goodness. With time travel and my advancements in fuel technology, we could
save the world from extinction. We could save it from the plague of human
nature.” He moved to the window and took in deep breaths of the warm summer
air.


Simson stepped closer and offered Delaney a bottle of Jack. “You
have a plan?” She kept her volume low.


Delaney took a swig and savored the burn as it traveled down her
throat and into her stomach. She’d need more of that to wash away the
disappointment of not killing Nelida Staton. And even more to cleanse her mind
of the inexplicable part of her that seemed to be glad Landry had escaped.
“More or less.”


“And Donovan?”


“She’s long gone. But the 2076 she lands in depends on what we do
in the next twenty years.”


Simson screwed up her face, clearly not understanding the
science. “Won’t she just be coming back to stop us?”


“She can only do that if we don’t succeed with our new plan.”
Delaney picked up some discarded bolts and a bottle of used oil. She poured a
horizontal line of it onto the table and added another at a forty-five-degree
angle from the end of the original one. “Where the oil meets is us right now in
2055.” She placed a bolt in the dark, thick liquid and tried not to think about
its resemblance to the tar inside her head. It was threatening to engulf her,
and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it other than press on. “The
end of the horizontal line is the 2076 we came from. We changed the future by
saving Muniz and
by us staying in it.” She laid another bolt at the open end of the second line.
“That’s the 2076 we created by doing that, and that’s the version of 2076
Donovan has jumped forward to.”


Simson traced her finger through the grease. “So even though
Donovan is now in the new 2076, we still have the power to affect what she
jumps to?”


“You got it. Don’t you remember that part of the induction?”


Simson scoffed and wiped her hand on Landry’s bag beside
Delaney’s crude depiction of the time continuum.


“Jesus, Delaney, that was decades ago. Science isn’t my strong
suit. But doesn’t that all mean that no matter what we do, Donovan can come
back to try to change it all, and make it all disappear?”


Delaney nodded. “If we haven’t got to where we need to, then
nothing we do will matter. We could die in a decade in a ball of fire car
crash, but Donovan might show up with four more operatives in five seconds and
change our future.” Delaney shoved Simson. “This is a head-fuck of the highest
order. You shouldn’t waste your energy thinking about it. Concentrate on making
sure my plan—” 


“What year? What year are you from?”


Muniz had been so quiet, Delaney had almost forgotten he was
still with them. His boyish excitement was a stark contrast to the quiet man
they’d rescued earlier. His resilience was impressive and unexpected: they’d
found him four-pointed and naked. Delaney thought he might take a little more
time to recover. 


“We’re from 2076. We’ve been running missions for three years
now, but we only received more detailed information about your demise six
months ago.”


“And Elena? Is Jay still working with Elena?”


Too many
fucking questions. “Lyman, you need to rest after what you’ve just
been through. Let’s get you settled for some sleep. We’ve got a big day ahead
of us tomorrow. We can talk on the road.”


Simson raised her eyebrows with an unspoken question. Delaney
would tell her the plan later. Right now, she needed to clear her head with the
rest of the bottle in her hand. If she thought too much about what Landry’s
escape could actually mean for her and for Ilsa, she might be tempted to sit on
this filthy floor for the next twenty years and wait for her new fate.


Chapter Seven

 

 

 


On the way back to the factory, Brooke stopped by her
temporary storage locker for some supplies. She pulled one of her pre-packed
bags from the wall that contained five days’ worth of clothes. She knelt at the
safe bolted to the far corner of the unit, punched her code in, and took out
her wallet. Brooke flipped her ID open and pulled out the small color photo
behind her credentials. The smiling faces of her mom, dad, and sister looked as
fresh as the day she’d taken the picture. You
would’ve been proud today, Dad. She slipped it back into place.
She’d missed them being undercover with the Cagle Gang. There hadn’t been many
opportunities where she could get away to come here.


Stop it.
She didn’t have time. She stood and looked at the small armory fixed to the
wall. Brooke liked order, even in a non-permanent space. Her stash wasn’t
over-the-top. It was no high-tech, destroy-a-city, weapon-for-every-occasion
collection. Neither the FBI’s nor her budget would stretch to that. She was a
simple undercover operative who might need to get herself out of a sticky
situation. She laughed as she unclipped the SIG P662. Time travelers and a serial
killer—a sticky situation? “Understatement much?”


Brooke shrugged her shoulder holster on and slid her gun into it.
She scanned the ammunition and selected the hollow-point center-fire
cartridges. She piled ten boxes into a backpack and looped a loaded double
magazine pouch onto her belt. She took the only knife she owned, a folding
Buck, and pushed it into her pocket. Generally, knives as a means of defense
made her uncomfortable. The necessary proximity of a knife attack was the
playground of psychopaths. But they were invaluable for rescue and escape. And
Brooke needed to rescue the bio-guy, Muniz, from Delaney. If she managed to
make him safe before Donovan returned, surely she would’ve earned her pass away
from the present.


She picked up the keys to her car and headed out. Brooke paused
and grabbed her favorite leather jacket as a last-minute thought. It was extra
protection somehow. Maybe it was because it was the last thing her parents had
bought her before they died. And if she was going to end up in 2076, she didn’t
want to be without her lucky jacket.


 


* * *


 


Brooke parked her car a few blocks from the factory and jogged
the rest of the way. If she was spotted and had to run, she figured she was far
lighter on her feet than any of them. She entered the building opposite and
took up her surveillance station. She could see Muniz at the window and could
hear Delaney and Simson talking. Through her binoculars, Muniz looked calm
enough. He certainly didn’t look like he was under any duress. Or at least he
didn’t realize he was. He turned and walked away. The voices were relatively
faint, but she could make out Delaney.


“Let’s get you settled for some sleep. We’ve got a big day ahead
of us tomorrow. We can talk on the road.”


Damn it.
She’d hoped to be back before Delaney discovered they were gone, and it looked
like she’d missed the part where they’d talked about their plans. Where were
they going tomorrow? She could hear them getting Muniz sorted into one of the
smaller rooms that had previously been used as office space. It was hardly the
luxury hotel accommodations he’d been used to, but it must’ve felt better than
facing death with his serial killer girlfriend. Christ, what happened? She might never know.
Delaney was a professional; she would’ve covered her tracks and disposed of the
body. If Delaney had killed her, Diane Kelly would likely never be found.


“You were about to tell me what your plan was, even though
whatever we do might be a literal waste of time.”


Brooke recognized Simson’s voice. She’d heard no one else and
suspected Miller and Walker were already gone.


“And what would you suggest? We wait here and do nothing until
Donovan returns?”


Delaney sounded on edge. Brooke hadn’t considered how she’d react
to Donovan’s disappearance. It was Simson who seemed unhinged, not Delaney, but
maybe between her attachment to Donovan and her plans going to hell, it’d be
hard for her to stay together.


“I guess not.”


“So, shut the fuck up and listen.” Delaney. “We have to get to Jenkin and
Elena.”


Who the
hell is Elena? 


“I don’t follow. Won’t you affect the future if you grab
Donovan’s mom? Have I already had too much to drink?” Elena is Donovan’s mom? This is
messed up.


“One drink
is too much for you to cope with the science of what’s happening.”


Wood scraped on concrete and something was brought down hard on
the table Brooke had bugged. Shit.
She pulled the headphones away from her right ear and rubbed it to make the
pain go away. 


“Just explain what I need to know, and I’ll concentrate really, really hard.”


Delaney laughed. “We have to find Jenkin and Elena in this time.
I’m sure Donovan is long gone. She was hurt, and she had no allies. It would’ve
been suicide for her to take us on.”


“Going home isn’t an option then? Aren’t we just…fucked? Even if
we live until 2076, we’ll be old and pretty much fucking useless.”


“Christ, we’ll only be in our fifties. But no, you’re thinking
too literally. Elena’s regen tech rewinds the time we lose in missions. Once
she invents that in the sixties, we set it to rewind us ten years, and we just
keep using it to go back to our favorite version of ourselves.”


Time travel
and forever young? Sign me up now.


“If it can go back that far, why haven’t Jenkin and Elena used it
to keep themselves young?”


“I don’t know the answer to that. Maybe they will when they get
too old to do work or think…I don’t give a shit why they’re not using it. That’s how we’re going to use it.”


There was a pause that seemed to go on forever. “Come on, ladies.
Talk to me.”


“What about Sledge? What do you think happened?”


More silence. From her vantage point, Brooke couldn’t see what
they were doing. She figured the pauses were long drinks of whatever hard
liquor they’d got. Both of them were close to being alcoholics.


“I’m unreasonably pissed off about that.”


Brooke shifted in her chair uncomfortably. She didn’t want to be
on the end of Delaney’s ire, not in person, at least. And the thought of what
Simson might like to do to appease Delaney’s rage wasn’t something she wanted
to focus on.


“Donovan is
a smooth son of a bitch. You think she talked her way out of those ropes?
There’s no way she released herself.”


“I’ve got an unpleasant hunch Sledge was DEA or FBI. I think we
got played.”


Damn. Maybe
I got out just in time.


“Get the fuck out of here. What makes you think that?”


“She was way too intelligent to be a merc for the Cagle Gang. Now
that I’ve had a little time to think about it, things started to seem a little
off when we went to see where Muniz was being held. She was just too perfect. I
could see her being a big part of our plans moving forward. She said all the
right things.”


“Shame you didn’t figure it out before we left her alone with
Donovan.”


Brooke heard the flat, packing sound of bone against flesh.


“Shit, Delaney. Sensitive much?”


“Then don’t fucking state the obvious.”


Brooke laughed. She would’ve liked to have seen Delaney knock
some piss and vinegar out of Simson.


“I fucked up. I don’t need you ramming it down my throat.”


“I’m sorry. It was an asshole thing to say.”


Brooke noticed the way Simson’s voice softened in a way she’d
never heard before. It made her think that their partnership might mean
something more to Simson.


The silences were impossible to interpret. I should’ve installed cameras.



“Where’s our big road trip tomorrow then? Do you know where they
are?”


“I know where Elena is, which means Jenkin won’t be far away.
Muniz is our insurance policy. I want you to make him a jacket with the C4
you’ve got left.”


“What kind of detonator? Remote, I hope.”


“Remote and a body trigger. No matter what happens, we can’t let
Jenkin get her hands on Muniz.”


Suicide?
Brooke leaned back in her chair. She’d overheard Delaney discussing some of
their past missions with Simson and the things they’d done. Delaney would have
to be a bona fide psychopath to endure without any residual effects. It didn’t
take the imagination of a genius to connect the dots from vaguely sane soldier
to batshit-bananas mutineer. She remembered Donovan trying to talk her back, and
she might’ve succeeded if Simson hadn’t interrupted.


“Fuck, Delaney. We’re going all in?”


“We are. Unless we succeed in securing Jenkin and Elena, our
future is fucked, and Donovan will come back to retrieve us anyway.”


“And we’re back to the problem that everything we do from now
might be a fat-ass waste of time.”


“And it could just as easily be our ticket to taking control of
Pulsus. If it pays off, Donovan won’t be coming back because she’ll be under
our control…or maybe we won’t even recruit her in the first place.”


“I like the sound of that.”


Brooke put her hands behind her neck and stretched. Donovan was
maybe twenty years in the future and she needed Brooke’s help, though she
probably didn’t know it. Brooke was the only one who could stop Delaney from
getting to Jenkin and Elena. At least the odds had been halved with Walker and
Miller ducking out. She looked at her gun, steadied the racing beat of her
heart, and took some deep breaths. She’d prepared for this and always known it
would come. So far, she’d been lucky and never had to kill anyone. She hoped
that wouldn’t have to change now.


Chapter Eight

 

 

 


June 27, 2076—San Francisco


 


Despite her mom saying she’d spoken to Jade on a regular basis
since Landry had left for her mission, she still wanted to be sure Kondo was
nowhere around. Jade had to be safe, and until Jenkin tracked him down, Landry
couldn’t relax. She was her number one priority. Going back to finish her
mission was a not-too-distant second, but there were some things she needed to
deal with here while her body returned to its equilibrium for the next jump.


Before she’d left the island, Landry had called Jade again to
rearrange their meeting. Takeout at her place was preferable to going home and
facing the girls at the restaurant. She didn’t want to face Lizbeth just yet,
not until she had the full update from Jade on Priscilla. Being close to death
had given Landry the unwanted opportunity to evaluate her life and priorities,
and figuring that out was going to take some time. Delaney had exploited the
new vulnerability of her feelings for Jade, and it had left Landry considering
that she might be a liability to missions and to Pulsus. Weakness was something
Landry simply wasn’t familiar with.


Jade stood on the front step and the light flooded behind her,
giving her a seraphic silhouette. Landry had never been one for clichés, but
Jade really did take her breath away. Her heart didn’t race, rather it missed
beats like it forgot what it was supposed to do. She got out of her car and
swung its heavy door closed. Jade ran out to her and jumped into Landry’s arms.
Her weight felt good and made her presence real. The smell of her hair, the
softness of her skin against Landry’s as they kissed, made Landry grip her
tighter. Letting her go again was something Landry didn’t want to contemplate
yet.


Jade pulled away slightly. “Coming inside for your proper hero’s
welcome?”


Landry smiled. The mission was a bust; she’d been captured and
someone else had to release her; and her best friend had gone rogue. She didn’t
feel too heroic, but she was desperate for them to reconnect. We can talk later. “I’d
love to.”


She followed Jade upstairs to her bedroom, their hands never
losing touch. Jade turned and pulled Landry close.


“I was never supposed to miss you this much,” she whispered as
she pulled Landry’s T-shirt over her head and tossed it to the floor.


“Exactly how much have
you missed me?” Landry slipped her hand around the back of Jade’s neck and
pulled her into a deep kiss. She’d missed her taste, her presence, her energy. 


Jade quickly relieved Landry of her jeans and shorts. “I’m going
to show you.” 


Landry sank to the bed and took Jade in her arms as she stood
before her. She lifted her T-shirt and kissed her olive skin. Landry smiled as
Jade pulled it off and revealed her bare breasts. “Damn, woman, you’re so
fucking sexy.”


Jade smiled and bit at the corner of her lip, almost shyly. “All
for you, baby.”


“Lucky me.”
Jade quickly undressed and joined Landry on the bed, straddling her
stomach. Landry tilted her head and closed her eyes as she felt Jade’s heat and
wetness. God, I’ve missed
this. She reached up and gently squeezed Jade’s nipples, enjoying
her soft moans in response. Jade bent down, and her hair felt like the finest
silk caressing Landry’s chest as they kissed. 


Landry took her time exploring the curves of Jade’s body, tracing
her fingers over Jade’s skin and memorizing her contours as if it were the
first and last time she’d touch her. Despite their separation, Landry felt no
urgency. There was no need for her to take control, as she usually did.
Receiving Jade’s sexual attention was so welcome that Landry’s natural
inclination toward giving receded and gladly took second place.


As Jade lowered her head between Landry’s legs to give her the
hero’s welcome she’d promised, unwanted thoughts intruded. Landry struggled to
push them away and stay in the moment. 


Jade raised her head. “Baby, where’d you go?”


Shit.
“Nowhere. I’m right here.”


Jade shook her head and gently flicked at Landry’s clit. “Baby. You’ve gone soft.
Where’s your head at?”


Landry let out a defeated sigh and dropped her head back onto the
pillow. “No fooling you, huh?” Jade moved back up beside her and traced her
fingers over Landry’s upper body. Landry wished she could shut off her mind and
concentrate only on the delectable feelings Jade invoked. Sex had always been
an easy way to readjust her mind after missions. But she’d never come back
unsuccessful, like now.


“Did something go wrong with the mission?”


Landry smiled. This
is new. Jade was perfectly positioned to be a sounding board for
Landry’s experiences on missions, but Landry wasn’t sure Jade would want to
hear the part where her own life had been threatened. Or how she’d react to
Landry wondering if her ability as an extractor had been catastrophically
compromised by her growing feelings for Jade. “Everything went to hell in a
turbo-powered handbasket.” Jade laughed gently and continued to caress Landry’s
skin. Her touch was curiously comforting, and though Landry knew it was
ridiculous, it began to soothe her toward a calm she couldn’t possibly feel.


“That bad? Talk to me, Landry.”


Landry didn’t respond for a moment while she contemplated how to
summarize the sequence of events that had led to her returning without either
her target or her team. “Delaney went rogue. She wants to take over Pulsus and
run her own missions. She hired some local thugs, tried to convince me to join
her, and when I wouldn’t…”


Jade propped herself up on her elbow. “What happened?”


The words were there. Landry could feel them pressing their hard
edges against the back of her throat, unwilling to emerge and be heard. Saying
it out loud for a second time gave it even more credence, gave the betrayal a
home in which to permanently reside. “She was prepared to force me to give up
the PRU, but someone helped me escape, and I came home alone. No Delaney. No
team. No mission completed.” The debrief had been bad enough, but admitting
these things to Jade somehow made Landry feel like even more of a failure. “I don’t
deserve any sort of hero’s welcome, Jade. I fucked everything up.”


She let Jade pull her into her arms and nestled her head against
Jade’s steady heartbeat.


“I don’t see how any of that is your fault, baby. Even you can’t
control Delaney.”


“I knew Delaney was having problems, and I was stupid enough to
think I could help her. If I told my mom, she could’ve had Delaney signed
off-duty, and none of this would’ve happened.”


Jade kissed the top of Landry’s head and stroked her cheek
lightly. “You can’t beat yourself up thinking you could’ve stopped this. Are
you going back to complete the mission?”


Landry shrugged. “That’s what makes this even worse. I don’t
know. The board will make the decision about how they want to handle it.
Nothing has changed at Pulsus, so whatever Delaney tried to do after I left her
in 2055, it didn’t pan out. I have to find out what happened, but that’s
research for tomorrow. I think the board has three options.” Landry moved even
closer to Jade and wrapped her arms around Jade’s waist. She felt both
absolutely vulnerable and completely safe. “They send a team back to rescue
Muniz and bring Delaney and Simson with them; they rescue Muniz and…eliminate
them; or they abandon the whole thing. Nothing like this has ever happened before,
and I don’t know if they have contingency plans.”


“Do you want to go back whatever they decide to do?”


“I have to. I feel responsible, and I want to believe Delaney
isn’t totally lost.”


“What if the orders are to kill them?”


Landry untangled herself and sat up to face the wall, unable to
look at Jade. It was a fair question, and Landry knew Jade was only trying to
help, but it still angered her. What did Jade expect her to say? That she
wouldn’t hesitate to kill her best friend? Landry tempered herself. Jade was a
civilian and didn’t comprehend the dynamic of soldier relationships; Landry and
Delaney were practically family. Jade was new to all of this and was trying her
best. Reacting badly to her genuine desire to help wouldn’t aid Landry’s
dilemma. Jade’s hand warmed her shoulder, and she relaxed back into her arms.
“I have to hope they won’t go for that option.” Serious fatigue set in, and
Landry’s eyes closed as Jade enveloped her tightly. She tried to stave it off
and blinked her eyes open wide. One
more thing. “Have you been okay while I’ve been gone?”


“In what way, baby?”


“Have you seen anyone different hanging around your games or the
restaurant when you’ve been with the girls?” Landry wasn’t sure how direct to
be about the subject of a potential stalker-cum-kidnapper.


Jade shuffled farther down the bed and used her middle finger to
tilt Landry’s head up by her chin. She looked distinctly suspicious.


“Out with it,” she said.


Simple and straight to the point. “When Delaney was trying to get
me to reveal the location of the equipment she needed to jump home, she
intimated one of her colleagues, a big guy called Kondo, might’ve…taken you
hostage.”


“Intimated
or said outright?”


Landry shifted her position, but Jade wouldn’t allow her to break
eye contact. “She told me he had you.”


Jade shrugged. “But clearly he doesn’t, so why are you still
concerned?”


“He went missing a few days after we jumped back for the mission.
I think that’s because Delaney faded, so he knew something had gone wrong. I
just wanted to be sure, baby.” Landry squeezed away the visceral image of Jade
in Kondo’s hands, just as Simson had described. “Have you seen anyone unusual
hanging around?”


Jade shook her head and ran her finger over Landry’s bottom lip.
“No. Everything’s been fine. I’ve even had Elena checking in on me to make sure
I was okay.”


Landry was relieved there’d been no sign of Kondo. It made sense
that he’d disappear once he realized Delaney was out of the picture. And she
wanted to believe that Delaney had never given any of Jade’s details to Kondo
in the first place. It was an anorexic sliver of hope she was clinging to, but
Landry wasn’t prepared to give up on Delaney, not yet. Not unless she was
absolutely convinced the Delaney she knew and
loved was gone. “Still, I’m left wondering if this is a bigger
problem.” This wasn’t something she wanted to discuss with her mom. She wasn’t
sure if it was something she should be talking about to Jade, but it felt like
she should. If they were going to stay together, whatever Landry did affected
her too.


Jade kissed her softly. “Meaning?”


“I nearly lost it when I thought it was possible that Kondo had
kidnapped you, even though I was sure it couldn’t be possible at the same time.
Does that make any sense? Because it sure doesn’t to me.”


Jade seemed to ponder for a moment. She ran her hand through
Landry’s hair, down her neck, and stopped at her chest. Landry could feel her
heart beating against the light pressure. Do
I have to give this up?


“You’re worried I’m your weakness. When you’ve been on missions
before, you’ve had no one to worry about but yourself. That’s been easy,
because you had little regard for life. You were pretty much untouchable.
Having me in your life changes that.”


“You’re pretty smart for a baller.” Landry traced small circles
on Jade’s hip.


“I studied hard while I was on my sports scholarship, baby. I
know I won’t be a hot baller forever.”


Landry smiled and kissed her. “I wouldn’t be so sure. You got any
more, or is that it?”


“I can’t claim full credit. It’s something I’ve been talking over
with Elena.”


Landry raised her eyebrow. Jade had managed to establish quick
and easy relationships with the girls and her mom, and Landry seemed to be
their favorite conversation topic. How
am I supposed to feel about that? “Really?” She tried to control the
irritation in her voice. 


Jade stroked down her arm and entwined their fingers. “Don’t be
angry, Landry. I want to understand what you have to go through so I can
support you fully when you come home. Your mom isn’t scaremongering by telling
me what’s happened to you on some of your previous missions. I asked her,
because I want to be in this with my eyes wide open. You’ve laid yourself bare
for pretty much the first time ever, and I want to be deserving of that. But I
can’t do any of it unless I have the full picture.”


Landry sighed and relaxed a little. Everything Jade said made
perfect sense. She knew relationships didn’t exist in a vacuum, and this was
what she wanted, what she needed away from Pulsus. Landry hadn’t expected to
mix the two worlds, but being able to did give her a sense of freedom. What she
didn’t know was if it was realistic to maintain this kind of relationship and
stay as an active extractor. “What if I can’t have you and my job?”


Jade smiled, but Landry saw a hint of sadness in her eyes.


“The way I see it, your missions aren’t of this time, so neither
are your enemies—usually. You’re not putting me in any danger, baby.” Jade
squeezed Landry’s hand, brought it up to her mouth, and kissed her knuckles.
“What happened this time won’t ever happen again, will it?”


Landry moved in closer. “No. I won’t let it.” She rested her head
against the pillow, and once again, sleep pulled at the edges of her
consciousness. I can’t
lose this. 


Chapter Nine

 

 

 


July 5—I-90 Eastbound to Washington, DC


 


Delaney knew she had to play this carefully. She was hoping to
intercept Elena without affecting Landry. She pulled Landry’s pocket watch from
her jacket. She’d taken it from Ravensbrück because Adelita Lake didn’t need
it. She gave it to Landry because she knew how much she enjoyed collecting
them. Delaney couldn’t deny she wanted to give it back to her. She slipped it
away and turned the ignition key. The engine failed to fire. She smacked the
heel of her hand hard against the steering wheel and cursed Calvin for selling
her a lemon. She needed this delay about as much as she needed a syphilitic
monkey crawling up her ass.


Muniz tapped her on the shoulder tentatively. “Do you want to pop
the hood so I can take a look?”


Delaney clenched her jaw tightly and nodded. “That’d be great.”
Having a genius engineer in the passenger seat was already proving to be of
benefit beyond using him as a pawn for her plans.


“No problem.” He smiled, shuffled over, and dropped out.


Delaney leaned down and pulled the hood release.


Simson returned from paying for the gas and rested her hands on
the edge of Delaney’s door. “Trouble?” 


“If we had more time, I’d be tempted to cleanse Chicago of
Frankie Calvin and her nasty operation.” 


Simson laughed. “The van’s a shit heap. I’m not sure that means
you should close her down. I kinda liked her.”


Delaney shook her head. “You’d like to fuck her is all. Remember
why I want to take over Pulsus? To do more, not less.”


Muniz popped up at Delaney’s open window. “The battery terminals
are corroded. I just need some baking soda and warm water to clean them up, and
we should be fine.”


Delaney blew out her breath as if it might somehow rid them of
the problem. Luckily, their first pause for supplies was at an upscale truck stop.
“There’s a Walgreens somewhere in here. Go with Simson and get whatever you
need.” Am I doomed to
fucking fail? “Get plenty of drinks and snacks, too.” She handed
Muniz sixty dollars, and he looked surprised. “It’s seven hundred miles. It’s
gonna be a long day.”


“It’s very considerate of you to drive rather than insist on us
flying. Seven hundred miles is a long way, so thank you.”


Delaney saw Simson smile in her peripheral vision. Flying wasn’t
an option with the arsenal they had in the back of the van. “We’ll only be
stopping once more, so hold on to that sentiment when your legs are desperate
to stretch out, and I refuse to pull over.”


Muniz chuckled. “I will. I’m used to long-distance drives. You’ve
got nothing to worry about here.”


I might not
have, but you will when I make you put on your explosive designer jacket. “Glad
to hear it. Be quick.”


Delaney resisted the temptation to pull Landry’s pocket watch out
again. She was still fighting with feelings about Landry’s escape. She
vacillated between all-consuming anger at both Sledge and herself for letting
it happen and an inexplicable sense of relief even though it had decimated her
perfect plan. She’d never wanted to let Simson loose on Landry, and her
disappearance meant Delaney hadn’t been forced to make a tough decision she
knew she wouldn’t have been able to handle. It didn’t mean she’d changed her
mind about her desire to take control of Pulsus—far from it—but at least now
she didn’t have to destroy her best friend to do it. Not yet, anyway.


They returned, and Simson loaded a couple of bags into the back
of the van. She handed Delaney a bottle of bright blue liquid.


“Is that for me or the car?”


“It’s the drink of champions, apparently. Chock full of
electrolytes and good shit.” Simson raised her own bottle and chugged it down.


Delaney took the offering, removed the lid, and gave it a
suspicious sniff. It was a confused mess of toilet chemicals and fruit. “I’ll
take a Coke.”


“Sure thing.” Simson swapped the offensive drink. “It tastes
better than it looks.”


“Then you’ll enjoy a second one.” Delaney opened the can and
drank the refreshingly consistent soda that hadn’t changed its recipe since
it’d removed the Class A drug that gave birth to its original name. It was
always a welcome anchor throughout the last few years of decade- and
century-hopping.


“Would you mind getting out so I can check under the dash to make
sure everything’s okay under there?” Muniz asked.


“Sure.” Delaney did as requested and stood beside Simson. She
could almost feel the aggressive energy vibrating around Simson’s body. She
didn’t have to voice her disappointment at not getting her hands on Landry. It
was evident in her every expression; the dark need didn’t hide well behind her
eyes. Delaney knew Simson would need an outlet soon, or she’d implode with the
unspent viciousness. Keeping Muniz away from that was imperative to keep this
from turning into a blatant kidnap situation. Muniz was currently cooperative
because he thought they were helping him, but if he saw Simson let loose, he
might reassess his situation. 


“Delaney?”


She turned to see Muniz holding up a small device between his
thumb and forefinger. She was no mechanic, but it didn’t look like something
that was an integral part of a combustion engine. “What’s that?”


He twisted it into his palm and held it out to her. “It’s a bug.
Someone’s listening in on your every move. This is what I’m talking about. This
is why I’ve spent the last ten years moving from state to state and never
staying in one place. There are people who’d do anything to get hold of me.”


I’m one of
those people. Muniz had become increasingly frantic with every
sentence. Delaney reached out and gripped his shoulder firmly to ground him.
“Calm down, Lyman.” She took the device from his palm, dropped it to the floor,
and crushed it with her boot. “Sweep the rest of the vehicle and make sure
we’re clean. Don’t panic. There isn’t a situation that could arise that we
can’t handle.” She squeezed his shoulder hard and ignored the whining voice at
the back of her mind that told her she couldn’t handle Landry. “You’re in safe
hands with us. I swear we won’t let anything happen to you, and we won’t let
anyone take you away from us.” You’re
too important to let that happen. She felt him relax a little
beneath her hand. He nodded slowly and went about his task.


Delaney lifted her boot and inspected what remained of the
electronic intruder.


“Donovan?” Simson knelt and flicked at its remnants.


“No. It’s Frankie or Sledge.” Landry didn’t need to use something
so primitive. She’d have all the technology and knowledge of the future in her
hands if they didn’t get this right.


“Why would Frankie wire us?” Simson got to her feet and kicked it
away. 


“I don’t think she would. She took our money and gave us what we
needed. Frankie had no interest in us beyond that. If it’s hers, it was
probably just a leftover from a previous job. More likely is Sledge.” My disappointment is complete.



“So you were right, and she was playing us the whole time?”


“It’s looking that way. My guess is she was a deep cover agent
tasked to get some credible evidence on the Cagle Gang.” Delaney should’ve
known. It was her job to deceive people, not the other way around. She’d been
blinded by Sledge’s similarities to Landry and had enjoyed her easy nature a
little too much.


“She all but begged for us to choose her. I don’t get why she’d
distance herself from the main gang if that was her goal.”


Delaney ran her hand through her hair and massaged the back of
her neck. This was a complication she didn’t need. “I don’t know. But we need
to know if she’s switched her attention to us. Miller and Walker would’ve
reported back to Frankie so Sledge wouldn’t risk going back. She’s blown her
cover for Donovan, and we don’t know if she did that of her own accord or because
Donovan promised her something.”


“There was nothing Donovan could offer.”


“If that’s true, then Sledge was always waiting for the
opportunity to release her. There’s no way Donovan would’ve taken her back to
2076 or tell her anything about what we were really doing here.” What’s your angle, Sledge? Delaney
had been honest and told all of them exactly what her plans were. Did Sledge
believe her about the time travel or not? “If that was Sledge’s bug, has she
still been listening, and does she know where we’re going now? What does she
know?”


“Fuck, Delaney. Now you think she’ll be coming after us? With
backup?”


Delaney shook her head. “If she’s following us at all, she’ll be
flying solo. She burned herself from her agency when she helped Donovan escape.
There’s no glory in bringing us down if she does believe we’re from the
future.”


“Why follow us at all then?”


Delaney smiled as she realized that Sledge was like Landry. She
had the same ambitious nature, the same hunger for something infinitely more
interesting than her current position. Sledge had blown her cover precisely
because she did believe
they’d come from 2076. “She wants in. She wants to join Pulsus.”


Simson curled her upper lip and looked disbelieving. “I don’t get
it. You were offering that. Why would she choose Donovan over you?”


Delaney scoffed. Why
wouldn’t she? “She’s made a judgment call. Donovan could sell sand
to the Arabs. You don’t think she could just as easily convince Sledge that her
cause was the right one?”


Muniz had completed his sweep of the van and walked toward them
with his palms open. “I didn’t find anything else. Do you know who’s keeping
tabs on us?”


“It was the gang who sold us the van. It was left over from a
previous job and wasn’t operational. There’s nothing to worry about.”


Muniz smiled and looked relieved. Given his constant state of
paranoia, Delaney was surprised he’d been so easily placated. Maybe I’m better at this than I
give myself credit for. 


“Everything’s fixed, and we’re ready to go, then.”


“Good. Get in the van, and we’ll be with you in a minute.”
Delaney waited until he’d done as instructed. “Keep an eye out for a tail. If
I’m right about Sledge, she already knows where we’re going.”


Simson nodded. “Sure thing, boss.”


Delaney motioned for her to join Muniz. She paused for a moment,
looked beyond the gas station, and surveyed the parking lot and the hundreds of
cars there. Where are
you, Sledge?


 


* * *


 


Brooke slid a little farther down her seat as she watched Delaney
scan the parking lot. She was sure there was no way Delaney could see her, but
she wasn’t taking any chances. Muniz discovering the bug was unfortunate, but
thanks to a quick FBI database search, she knew where they were heading. Jay
Jenkin and Elena Donovan were working out of Georgetown University’s Clinical
Bioethics department. She’d still have to follow them but could keep a much
safer distance. She’d considered calling ahead to warn them, but what would she
say? Some people you
don’t employ for another twenty years have come back in time to kidnap you and
take over your company. It didn’t really scream sanity, even if they
were already working on time travel. 


“What would you do, Donovan?” Brooke wanted inside the time
traveler’s mind. She’d seen movies, of course, and they all had their alternate
versions of what you should and shouldn’t do in the past that would affect the
already existing future. But they were fiction, and this was real life. She was
a FBI agent, not a scientist. She pushed away the self-doubt that had her
wondering if she was doing the right thing. There was no other course of
action. Delaney and Simson had every intention of breaking the law, in this
time, on her watch. There was no way she could just walk away and let them get
on with it, even if everything they were about to do would be rendered
irrelevant by whatever Donovan was already doing twenty years ahead of them. Jesus. Could she already be back
here? And if she was, would she engage with Brooke? Donovan would
have no way of knowing where they were, unless what they did had ended up changing
the future. 


Brooke banged her head back against the headrest. I can’t overthink this.
Everything Delaney and Simson said last night had her mind trying to perform an
Olympic routine on the rings with one hand tied behind her back. It was
impossible to wrap her head around, so she should stop trying and go where her
training and intuition led her.


She watched as the three of them got into their van and navigated
it back onto the interstate. She waited until another three cars and trucks had
gone the same route before she started her car and followed them.


If you’re
coming back, Donovan, make sure you come get me first.


Chapter Ten

 

 

 


June 28, 2076—San Francisco


 


Landry sat back in her chair and extended the electric recliner.
She retrieved her tablet station and set it on her lap. A quick combination of
taps and the virtual screen appeared. It scanned her retinas and gave her
access to the Pulsus database. The largest collection of information the world
could ever imagine, it spanned centuries and detailed every person who had
lived and died, and every event, in that time. She selected a year search and
flicked through the screen to begin in July, 2055, knowing she might have to
work through the next twenty-plus years. They were doing the same back on the
island, but Landry was looking for something more specific. She was searching
for Brooke Jackson.


There was an unexpected knock at the door. Landry checked her
phone link to the CCTV above her entryway to see Caitlin offering a four-pack
of beer up to the camera unit. Fuck.
Jade had filled Landry in on the details of Priscilla’s current condition, but
she hadn’t yet taken the time to talk to the girls about it. She released the
door lock via her phone, and Caitlin entered.


Landry collapsed her virtual screen with a downward movement of
her hand and set it aside. Brooke and Delaney would have to wait. This was
important in a different way. Caitlin smiled, but it was clearly forced. Her
shoulders slumped as if she alone were carrying the burden of Priscilla’s
limited future.


“Hey, buddy,” Landry said with little joviality. This wasn’t a
conversation she’d been looking forward to. Dealing with the potential death of
a child was the hardest thing a parent might ever face, and Landry couldn’t
begin to imagine how desperately helpless Caitlin and Lizbeth were feeling. 


“Lizbeth would only let me bring four.”


Landry stood and took the beer from her. “I didn’t think either
of you drank alcohol.”


“We never have. We stock it for the occasional old-school customer,
along with a few wines. Seemed like a good time to try it out.”


Landry thought of Delaney. She’d started with the odd drink to
cope with some of the things she had to do on missions. Several missions on,
and it seemed like a whole bottle of liquor didn’t even begin to blunt the
vivid edges of her past actions. “Now might be the worst time to try it out.”


Caitlin shrugged, took a bottle back from Landry, and unscrewed
the top. “I need something.”


She couldn’t argue with that. Landry put the rest of the pack in
the fridge, kept one for herself, and joined Caitlin on the couch. “Jade filled
me in on what’s been happening with Priscilla. It’s a trite question, but how
are you guys doing?”


Caitlin took a long pull from the beer and made a weird face when
its taste settled. It would’ve been funny in any other circumstance.


“I’m trying to hold it together. We’ve spent the past month with
every kind of doctor, shaman, and quack we could lay our hands on. No one has
any answers. I’m sick of hearing that she shouldn’t have had any complications
since we brought her in so early. I don’t want to hear another surgeon say they
don’t know what’s happening. How can they not know what’s fucking happening,
Landry?”


“So it’s not the Kawasaki disease?” Although Jade had been
supporting Lizbeth, it seemed that Lizbeth hadn’t given her the full details.
Landry guessed she was simply too distressed to make sense of what was
happening.


“Yes and no. I can’t get my head around the lack of knowledge.
We’re heading toward the twenty-second century, for God’s sake. How can it be
they can’t fix our baby?”


Caitlin’s desperation and anger became more obvious with every
word. Landry wondered if she was sharing her frustration with Lizbeth, or if
they were both trying hard to be strong for each other and not break down. She
didn’t want to imagine what their life would look like without Priscilla.


“You’ve exhausted every option?” Landry asked. In the debrief,
Jenkin had said her mom was getting somewhere with the advanced DNA engineering.
“She’s almost ready for
test subjects.” Landry had pushed Jenkin to the limit with Jade, but
if they were actively seeking people to try her mom’s theories out, maybe
putting Priscilla forward might be a possibility.


“They’ve run so many tests already, and we’re—”


“Running out of money?” Landry knew the healthcare system was
nowhere near where the Democratic government wanted it to be. They’d been
trying for decades to install a European model, where all services were free at
the point of access, but it was expensive, and there simply weren’t enough
philanthropists like Jenkin and her mom to help make it happen. Even with a
thriving restaurant and no rent to pay as long as they stayed in Landry’s
building, exploratory tests were astronomical. Pulsus was sitting on the edge
of a healthcare revolution.


Caitlin placed her beer on the table a little too forcefully.
“That’s not why I’m here, Landry.”


She held up her hand to placate her worry. “I know that, Cait,
but if that’s what you need—”


“We can’t take any more of your money. We already owe you way too
much, and you’ve been far too generous. And unless you’re some sort of
millionaire who has more than you could ever spend, I think that this is beyond
even you. But…”


Caitlin was right. It wasn’t like Landry had access to an endless
pot of dollars. “But what?” But
my mom is one of the best surgeons of her generation. 


“I don’t know what you actually do for a profession, and I know
Lizbeth likes to tease you about it. But is there anything you can do to help?”


Landry sighed. She wasn’t expecting that question. She thought
they were under the impression her job was in military or intelligence. Unless
Jade had hinted at something else, but Landry was sure she would’ve mentioned
it if she’d let anything slip. And after all the conversations they’d had about
the importance of keeping the Pulsus work quiet, Jade wouldn’t have said
anything deliberately. Would
she? “I’m sorry. My job isn’t anything medical.”


Caitlin looked like Landry’s words had smashed her last vestige
of hope onto the ground and tap-danced on it with size-twelve work boots. She
picked up her beer, emptied it, and placed the bottle back on the table gently.


“Let’s play some pool before I go back down for the next shift.
You can tell me how things are going with Jade.”


It was an abrupt subject change, but Landry didn’t push for more.
Caitlin wasn’t really a talker, and she’d come back to it when she was ready.
Landry had to speak to her mom about Priscilla and the possibility of her being
a test subject. She wouldn’t burst onto the island demanding she fix her, as
she had with Jade, but it was
another life-or-death situation. And this was a child, the beautiful little
girl who called her Lan Lan. She had to give it her best shot and hope that
Jenkin had the capacity to consider helping despite their current crisis. There
was no rush to jump back to fix the Muniz mission, no matter how the board
decided to proceed. But Priscilla’s situation was time-sensitive. She just had
to figure out the best way to approach them with it.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 


July 6, 2055—Washington, DC


 


Delaney watched fourteen-year-old Landry emerge from the garage
and take off on a bike like her ass was on fire. She had a hefty pack strapped
tightly on her back, and Delaney wondered if today was one of the many times
Landry had decided she was better off on her own and was leaving home. Landry
had told her she usually only stayed away until dusk, long enough for Elena to
begin to worry, but not so long that she called the police. She was still
grieving the loss of her dad, and it seemed she’d done that right up to the
point Jenkin had told her he was more or less a war criminal. Delaney briefly
contemplated following her but quickly dismissed the idea. What would she say
anyway? “Sorry I fuck you over when you grow up,” or maybe, “Try to love me
back, and I might not betray you.” She shoved the thoughts to the back of her
mind and tried to pull a visual of Ilsa forward. Her love was real, and she
wasn’t afraid to show Delaney how she felt. Delaney closed her eyes and
imagined Ilsa’s soft body in her arms, her gentle moans as Delaney gave her
release.


Simson leaned in and whispered, “Couldn’t we just save ourselves
a whole heap of trouble and kill Donovan now? Wouldn’t she just disintegrate in
the time tunnel before she even got back to 2076?”


“Shut up, you asshole.” Delaney shivered involuntarily. A world without Landry. She
didn’t know what that would look like, and she didn’t want to know.


Muniz let out a short chuckle. “Are you two always this mean to
each other?”


“This is her being nice,” Simson replied.


Delaney ignored them both. Muniz had been surprisingly vocal on
their long cross-country road trip, and he was starting to grate on Delaney’s
nerves. 


Elena ran out of the garage and called out after Landry, but she
was out of earshot and wouldn’t have turned back even if she had heard. 


“Elena was a nice piece of ass when she was younger.”


Delaney shook her head at Simson’s crassness. She silently
agreed, though she thought Elena was still just as sexy twenty years on. Elena
pulled a phone from her pocket and began a conversation that she took back into
the house. Delaney suspected it was Jenkin she was calling. She flipped open
Landry’s pocket watch: 9:05 a.m. It was time to stop the charade and strap
Muniz into his new jacket. “Simson. Give Muniz his reward for being such a
gullible prick.” 


Simson grabbed hold of Muniz’s shoulders and hauled him over the
seat back into the rear of the van. Delaney held up her hand to protect her
face as he thrashed and kicked.


“What? What’s going on? If this is your idea of fun—”


His protestations were halted with a swift punch from Simson
rendering him unconscious and mercifully silent. Delaney watched through the
rearview mirror as Simson went to work, injecting him with ten micrograms of
etorphine. She tore off a piece of duct tape and pressed it over his mouth,
before propping him up and carefully dressing him in the digital camo tactical
vest she’d prepared, its pockets stuffed with tiny wads of C4. She zipped it up
then ran a tube of superglue along its length to seal it shut.


Simson looked up and grinned. “He’ll be out for at least a couple
of hours.” She pulled out a piece of C4 and pushed the relay switch into it
softly before replacing it in Muniz’s top pocket. “I’ll keep this safe,” she
said, slowly placing the remote detonator into her shirt pocket.


Delaney turned to face Simson. “If this goes wrong, get a safe
distance from him, and flick the switch. Jenkin isn’t getting her hands on
Muniz, no matter what happens. You understand me?”


Simson nodded but looked puzzled. “I thought we were all in? I
mean, I wasn’t happy about it, but it makes sense if you’re sure Donovan is
coming back for us.”


“Let’s just see what happens. Even without him, we can still get
to Jenkin and Elena. I wasn’t thinking straight the other night. We’d just lost
Kelly and Donovan.” Lost…stolen,
more like. “I’m nowhere near ready to give up.” She said the words,
but she wasn’t certain her conviction sounded credible. She had to keep going
for Ilsa’s sake, if not her own. Their mission had resulted in her death and a
torturous one at that. There was a chance to make a new future from the past,
and Delaney was desperate to hold on to it.


Simson placed her hand on Delaney’s shoulder. “I’m with you to
the end, boss.”


Delaney smiled, comforted that Simson was still invested in her
plans despite the setbacks. “Thanks, Sims. We’ll get through this.” And if not, Landry will come
through for us. She had no right to expect anything from Landry, but
she felt sure that she wouldn’t come back and execute them no matter what the
orders from Pulsus were. Well, she might be tempted to end Simson, but Delaney
knew Landry wanted to believe there was still good in her. Landry’s attempt to
reconnect with her while she was strung up was proof of that. There was still a
stubborn part of her that wanted Landry’s permission to do what she was doing,
that wanted Landry alongside her. But that wasn’t something to share with
Simson when she’d followed her this far.


 


* * *


 


Brooke pulled up a safe distance from Delaney’s van. A quick
check of the Department of Revenue had yielded no results for Elena Donovan.
All other databases she checked were no more helpful, so Brooke had switched to
Jay Jenkin. Her records showed she moved around a lot. And everywhere she went,
she registered two addresses relatively close together and leased two cars, and
this was one of the streets where Jenkin’s two addresses for DC were. It looked
like she was harboring Elena or maybe even protecting her from something or
someone. The whole situation was off. Brooke felt like she was chasing ghosts
down a never-ending corridor. And she had no plan as to how she was going to
stop Delaney and Simson from getting hold of Jenkin and Elena, or how she was
going to free Muniz. She slammed her hand against the steering wheel and
dropped her forehead onto it. What
the hell am I thinking? For the first time since she’d started
tailing Delaney, she began to doubt her actions. She was still sure her career with
the FBI would’ve stalled for blowing her cover to rescue Donovan, but was
tearing off solo after a couple of coonhound crazy time travelers really the
right play? Where did she think this was going to end? With Donovan coming
back, recognizing Brooke had saved the day, and taking her to a new life in
Pulsus? What was so bad about this one that she was desperate to leave
everything behind and start anew? 


She lifted her head in time to see a woman disappear back into
her garage, but it was too late to see whether it was Jenkin or Elena. Brooke
leaned back in the seat, shifting slightly to avoid the broken spring that had
been pushing on her right shoulder for the whole uncomfortable journey. It had
her wishing she’d fixed it before she’d gone undercover. She smiled slightly at
the memory of how it’d broken. Her last girlfriend liked frantic sex in every
place other than the bedroom, and the front seat of Brooke’s car had been her
favorite. Describing Tatiana as her girlfriend might be a stretch though, Brooke
hadn’t had a girlfriend in the usual sense of the word since joining the FBI.
The very occasional one-night stand and FBI fuck buddies were the extent of her
personal life. Is that
what I’m running from? She cursed herself for going down this road.
Overthinking everything was a strength and a weakness. In truth, Brooke knew
she wasn’t running from anything. What she did know was that this life wasn’t
enough. It wasn’t thrilling enough, and it wasn’t fulfilling. It wasn’t enough
of anything.
Landry Donovan represented everything Brooke wanted a piece of. And Brooke had
nothing to leave behind, no attachments to anything or anyone. Her family was
gone, and her career was in the toilet. There’d be no advancement after blowing
an operation like the Cagle Gang. The CIA and military wouldn’t touch her.
She’d shown sentimentality, a weakness from their point of view. And if Donovan
was coming
back, Brooke would have to convince her it wasn’t sentimentality, but a
considered decision that freeing Donovan was for the greater good and a belief
that what Pulsus was doing was far more important than the trifling activity of
the Cagle Gang. All will
be well. Her mother’s stock phrase was currently scant comfort that
Brooke would get the outcome she was after.


Delaney’s van rocking pulled her out of her meandering thoughts.
Was Muniz okay? They’d run a killer road trip to get here, stopping only once
more after the initial pause where they’d had some engine trouble. Muniz had
looked fine, happy even. God knows what lies they’d told him to keep him so
apparently docile and cooperative. Brooke had tried to get a look inside the
van, but their stop had been brief. They were on their way back to the van
before Brooke could figure out her way into it but not before she’d smelled the
almost imperceptible scent of tar. Either they were planning on doing some road
fixing in DC, or they had another use for the explosives Frankie Calvin had
sold them.


Brooke wrapped her hand around her pistol grip. She waited for
inspiration and hoped for Donovan.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 


“What’s our next move?” Simson asked as Delaney pulled into
the Washington Harbor parking lot.


“Coffee and something to eat.” Delaney felt like her insides were
being gnawed away by rats trying to escape a blowtorch. The Ruffles, Twinkies,
and Gatorade stock Simson had selected for their road trip were just empty
calories, and Delaney was desperate for something hot, dead, and medium rare.
“They’ve got a Fuddruckers and a Starbucks. If I had two mouths, I’d be
employing them both right about now.”


Simson laughed. “Do you want me to babysit Sleeping Beauty while
you go settle your craving?”


“Yeah. I need to stretch my legs. You want the same?”


She nodded. “With all the fixings, curly fries, and enough
ketchup to drown a small child. And I’ll take a white chocolate mocha.”


“Elena will be able to make us younger, but there’s no guarantee
she’ll be able to fix your clogged arteries, buddy.” Delaney slammed the van
door shut without waiting for Simson’s response and took a moment to breathe in
the summer heat and the fresh harbor air. She looked out toward the Potomac and
wondered what Ilsa would make of America. Anything would be an improvement on
Hitler’s Germany, but what would she think about Delaney’s country one hundred
and thirty years into the future? She felt sure Ilsa had the mental strength to
cope with the change, and in Delaney’s world, Ilsa could be whatever she wanted
to be.


Delaney stretched and strode across the street to Starbucks. She
placed her order and as she reached over to pay, her stale body odor assaulted
her nostrils, and she pulled her arm back quickly. “Hold my order. I just need
the bathroom for a moment.”


The barista nodded with an enthusiasm that indicated Delaney’s
less than fresh fragrance had also reached his nose. It’d been two days since
she’d taken a shower, and the van’s broken air conditioning hadn’t helped the
situation. The lemon-fresh scent of the restroom replaced her own unpleasant
stench. Delaney locked the door behind her, plugged the sink, and ran the hot
faucet. She pulled off her shirt and tossed it on the door hook, wishing she’d
brought a spare one to change into. As the sink slowly filled, she took the
time to check her reflection. I
look like hell. Lack of sleep and bad food had resulted in her skin
looking tired and greasy. She cupped some water and splashed it onto her face,
appreciating the warmth even though it was eighty-two degrees outside. Delaney
balled up some paper towel, dipped it in water, dispensed some generic-flavor soap,
and rubbed at the pungent funk under her arms. She pulled her shirt back on and
stopped to look at the mirror once more. Where
are you, Landry? What she wouldn’t give to have Landry waiting back
in the van instead of Simson, but it was such a bone-headed thought. During the
long drive from Chicago to DC, she’d had time to rake over the happenings of
the past few days, and in no way was it satisfying. Fucking over her best
friend wasn’t sitting as well as she’d hoped it might when the dust had
settled, despite being sure she was still doing the right thing. Seeing Landry
hurting for Delaney’s cause had knocked hard against her resolve to push
forward with her plans. She knew she’d been close to dropping everything when
Landry tried to talk her down. If it hadn’t been for Simson’s timely
intervention, Delaney would’ve cut Landry loose and set aside her takeover
plans for Pulsus.


But they owed Ilsa. She
owed Ilsa. Their relationship had resulted directly in Ilsa’s death. Delaney
was already living with a bucket-ton of foul actions from her missions, and she
simply couldn’t let this one lie. And that was regardless of the small fact
that Delaney was in love with her. Ilsa made Delaney want to be the version of
herself Ilsa had fallen in love with. Though their relationship had started on
false pretense, Delaney had quickly found she didn’t need to act. Ilsa tore
down her walls and made her feel safer than she ever had before. The only part
of her she didn’t share was her work, and she was doing all of this so her work
would be more palatable for Ilsa, so she’d never again have to do the heinous
things she’d done on past missions.


Delaney smeared a soapy paper ball across the mirror and
distorted the image cast back at her. She didn’t want to see herself. Whoever she was anymore. Was
love to blame for this whole mess? When did she soften and allow those emotions
to burrow into her brain and take residence? Life had been much simpler in the
military pre-Pulsus. Pre-Landry. Maybe she was kidding herself, thinking that
she could stay like that forever. Unconnected. Humans were innately wired to
seek out companionship. Who was she to believe she’d be any different, and that
eventually, the natural yearning for a partner to share her life with would
rise to the surface like oil on water. 


She slammed her fist into the mirror, and it cracked, embedding
splintered shards in between her knuckles. Someone knocked on the door.


“Are you okay in there? Your order’s ready.”


Delaney flexed her hand and picked out the broken glass, dropping
the bloody decorated pieces into the soapy water. “I’ll be out in a minute.”
She wrapped a paper towel around her fist and took one last look at her
shattered reflection. I
look exactly how I feel.


 


* * *


 


As she watched Delaney leave, Brooke also saw her opportunity pop
up. Taking the two of them on looked more like a suicide mission than a viable
option, and the various scenarios she kept running through her mind ended with
her on the wrong end of a gun barrel. She didn’t like her chances of success
with Simson in hand-to-hand combat, but catching her by surprise might work
with her Sig in hand.


Brooke got out of her car and slipped behind a concrete upright
between her and Simson’s van. There was no sign of her in the front seat.
Brooke figured she must be busy with Muniz in the back. His absence implied a
lack of cooperation. Maybe he’d finally discovered they weren’t bona fide
Pulsus operatives and that they were actually using him for their own ends.


Delaney had said all of this was about the Pulsus takeover, but
Brooke felt certain there had to be more to her actions. When Donovan was
strung up, there were several mentions of a woman called Ilsa, and that seemed
more important to her than her talk of becoming a billionaire. If that was
Delaney’s driver, maybe Brooke could get through to her if she could silence
Simson first. Get to the
van. Neutralize Simson. Talk Delaney down. Then it’d just be a case
of waiting for Donovan’s return, regaling her with her exploits, and talking
her into giving her a shot at Pulsus. It sounded simple if she said it really
fast in her head. She pushed away the thought that Donovan might come back in
time way before she’d done any of this, and Brooke wouldn’t even know that
she’d stopped them from getting to Jenkin and Elena. That’d be a bummer. But Donovan would
know. There’d be arrest records, and she could make sure Muniz got to Jenkin
and Elena. He’d be able to tell them who helped him escape from their own
operatives, and in turn, they’d tell Donovan when she got back to 2076. Brooke
didn’t want to join Pulsus in her time, not right now. She wanted to know
Donovan in the future. She wanted to learn how to be like her, and the current
teenage version of Landry couldn’t teach her squat, other than maybe a few
skateboard moves.


Brooke knocked her head gently against the solid post in an
attempt to stop her wandering mind. Concentrate.
None of that would ever come to be unless she worked this scene right and
didn’t mess it up. She withdrew her gun from its holster, turned, and peered
around the corner to the van. Still no one up front. She checked her watch.
It’d been five minutes already since Delaney had left, so she needed to move
fast. Brooke worked her way across the parking lot, crouching behind cars until
she was alongside the van. One curious shopper began to wander over to her, but
a quick flash of her gun and badge saw them scuttle away like a baby crab from
a hungry seagull.


No blinkers had flashed as Delaney left so she couldn’t have
locked the van, and why would she have, with Simson in there? Brooke slowly
reached out and took hold of the rear door handle. She took one last look
behind her to make sure she hadn’t missed Delaney returning, leveled her gun at
what she guessed would be Simson’s head height sitting down, and yanked the
door open.


 


* * *


 


Delaney stopped dead. Sledge?
Her slight form disappeared into the back of their van, and the door was closed
as quickly as she’d pulled it open. She chewed the last bite of the magnificent
burger she couldn’t wait to eat and looked around for somewhere to leave the
food and drinks she’d just collected. A skinny guy in his mid-twenties sat a
few yards to her right, reading and taking in the sun. He wouldn’t have seen
which direction she’d come from. Delaney dropped her bag beside him and pulled
a fifty-dollar bill from her pocket.


“I’ve left something in my van. Would you mind if I left these
here while I went back?”


He looked up at her and smiled broadly when he saw the money in
her hand. “For fifty dollars, I’ll even talk to them while you’re gone.” 


Delaney returned his smile, handed him the money, and placed the
Starbucks tray beside her bag. “I’m sure the drinks in particular would
appreciate that.”


“Take your time,” he said and pulled Delaney’s victuals a little
closer.


Delaney turned and refocused her attention on the van, ready to
attack. Wait. What would
Landry do? Sledge had the upper hand. She had a gun, and Delaney was
unarmed. She had no idea if Sledge was a nervous shooter or a Cool Hand Luke.
Jumping in on them could result in her pulling the trigger on Simson. Delaney
had no choice but to get in the van as if she didn’t know Sledge was in there.


She turned back to the guy and picked up her stuff. “Change of
plan. Thanks anyway.”


He tilted his head and looked to be studying her. “You want your
money back?”


Delaney shook her head. “Keep it.” She looked back to the van and
began a slow walk over to it. You
don’t get to fuck us over twice, Sledge.


 


* * *


 


Brooke settled onto the side bench with her gun trained on
Simson. Muniz was on the floor under her feet, trussed up like a Thanksgiving
turkey wrapped in explosive tin foil. His wide eyes indicated his level of
terror, in direct contrast to the calm nonchalance Simson exuded by her lack of
movement or reaction to Brooke busting in on her. She sat with her back to the
driver’s seat on the opposite side bench.


“You seriously followed us all the way out here? Isn’t that kind
of stalker-ish?”


Brooke laughed. “I’m doing my job.”


Simson scrunched up her nose. “Are you though? Wasn’t your job
the Cagle Gang? Shouldn’t you still be in Chicago trying to pin something on
Frankie?”


“Sorry for the delay, Sims. The lines were horrendous.” 


Delaney.
Shit. Brooke put her finger to her mouth to indicate Simson should
be silent. The driver’s side door opened, and Delaney got in.


“Surprise.” Brooke waved with her non-gun hand. “Did you bring me
something?”


Delaney placed her bag and drinks tray on the dashboard. “I would
have—if you’d dropped in before I went for the order.”


She began to lower her hands out of sight.


“Keep ’em up, where I can see them. Put your hands on the back of
the seat.” Brooke pointed to where she wanted them. “Simson. Tape her wrists
together with that.” She motioned at the duct tape on the bench beside her.


Simson didn’t move until Delaney nodded to her, as if giving her
permission to do what Brooke was ordering her to do.


“You don’t need her approval. I’m the one with the gun.” Brooke
waved her Sig a little but kept it directed between the two of them. This is not what I had in mind.
Brooke had envisaged disabling Simson before Delaney returned. Now she was
here, grinning like she knew something Brooke didn’t, like this was all some
cosmic joke, and Brooke was its target.


Delaney smiled. “It doesn’t matter who’s got the gun. Simson is
my soldier.”


Simson nodded as she wound the tape around Delaney’s wrists.
“True. If she didn’t want me to do this, you waving your gun around like an
epileptic bank robber wouldn’t make me do it.”


“Sledge…or whoever the hell who are. What is your name? I think
we’ve earned the right to know that, don’t you?”


“My name’s Jackson. Brooke Jackson.”


“Ha. My name’s Bond, James Bond,” Simson mimicked with a poor
British accent that sounded more like an Australian.


Delaney laughed. “Are you FBI or DEA?”


She’s
trying to take control of the situation. Don’t let her. “I don’t
think you’re in the position to be asking questions, do you?” Brooke glanced at
Muniz, and his pleading eyes begged her to get him out of there. I’m working on it.


“I don’t know what position you’d called this, Brooke.” Delaney
lifted her bound hands in the air. “Other than fucked. What’s your plan?”


“I’m stopping you from taking over Pulsus.” Lame. Both of them laughed
at her, but she didn’t rise. They
want me to lose control.


“FBI then.” Delaney looked smug. “But you’re here alone, aren’t
you, Brooke? Is this you trying to make up for blowing your cover with the
Cagle operation? Are you trying to salvage your career? Here’s the thing,
Brooke, what are you going to arrest us for? Possession of explosives?
Kidnapping maybe?”


“Sure. And we can add murder and assault and battery. There’s
plenty to run with, Delaney.” Brooke straightened in her seat. If she was going
to join Donovan and her organization, she needed to pull this off not just
competently, but with style. She needed to impress Donovan.


Delaney didn’t look convinced.


“Then where’s your team? If this is an authorized mission, an FBI
priority, where’s the rest of your Feeb buddies?”


Brooke smiled. “I wanted all the glory for myself, Delaney.” That
part was true. Though she had no intention of handing them into the FBI. Elena
and Jenkin could decide what they wanted to do with them when Brooke delivered
them and Muniz
to their doorstep. They’d record her single-handedly stopping their takeover,
and Donovan could come back in time to take her forward to the future. Simple.


“Have you thought about what happens when they take our prints
and can’t match them to any living soul?”


Brooke shrugged. “That’s not my problem. There’s enough on you
both to go down until you’re old and too decrepit to plan world domination, and
I’ll move on to bigger and better adventures.” Twenty years in the future. The prospect
was making every excitable nerve in her body tingle with anticipation, and
sitting still was an effort. She could practically lick the lollipop of her
future life. These two thugs were all that stood in the way.


Simson was halfway across the van before Brooke realized she was
coming at her. She clenched her teeth and pulled the trigger, aiming at her
shoulder. Brooke saw the bullet rip through her flesh, but it barely slowed
Simson down. Brooke landed painfully on her back, with who knows what sticking
in the base of her spine and the wind knocked out of her. She held tight to her
gun as Simson wrapped her meaty hands around Brooke’s wrists and slammed them
against the edge of the bench to make her loose her grip. A plastic block
slipped out of Simson’s pocket, smacked Brooke between the eyes, and fell to
the floor. She couldn’t decipher the look on Simson’s face. Panic? Whatever it
was, her clasp around Brooke relaxed slightly, and Brooke hefted all her weight
forward and to the side in an attempt to get Simson off her. As she lifted her
body up and then fell back with the sheer bulk of Simson, she slammed down on
the block and heard something click at the same time that Simson yelled.


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 


June 28, 2076—San Francisco


 


Landry closed the door behind Caitlin, but before she settled
back into her chair to focus on her research, she needed to call her mom.


“Hey, Pumpkin. What’s up?”


“Are you free tomorrow? I was thinking you could come over to my
place for brunch.” Landry expected the pause that followed. Despite her mom’s
hints that she’d like to venture from the island occasionally, Landry had never
extended an invite to her place.


“I’d love to. I’ll come alone, of course.”


“That’s up to you, Mom.” Jenkin would have to sign off on helping
Priscilla anyway, so Landry may as well put the case to both of them at the
same time.


“That’s okay. I want to talk to you about things with Jay
anyway.”


Landry didn’t particularly want to be the one her mom discussed
Jenkin with. Wherever their relationship was right now, Landry didn’t want to
be her mom’s sounding board. Don’t
you have a best friend for that sort of thing? She gritted her teeth
when her mind ran to Delaney. She pulled a blanket over them and put the
nagging thoughts to sleep for the moment. Priscilla had to be her focus for
now. “Sure. One more thing, Mom. Where were you and Jenkin back in 2055?”


“In 2055 you were fourteen, and we moved to DC in July for you to
start your freshman year at SWW. Before July, we were in New York. Why?”


“I’ve got a hunch about Delaney’s plans after I escaped. I should
have more to tell you tomorrow. See you around eleven.”


Landry hung up and returned to her tablet. She pulled up the FBI
site and searched for Brooke Jackson. Sure enough, she appeared on their Hall
of Honor page under the header “FBI agent killed the direct result of an
adversarial action.” Seven lines of emotionless text followed describing a bomb
in a parking complex in Washington, DC, on July 6, just two days after Landry
had left 2055. Three other unidentified people were also killed in the blast. Three? The FBI found a
suicide vest and wasn’t certain if the incident was linked to the Cagle Gang or
whether it was a terrorist attack their agent had stumbled upon. Landry
surmised otherwise. She accessed the FBI files and downloaded the DNA
information pulled from the scene. The system took seconds to match the three
bodies to Delaney, Simson, and Muniz. It made sense that they were unable to
identify the Pulsus operatives, but how did Muniz pass anonymously? Had he sliced
off his fingerprints? Was he so off-grid that no law enforcement agency had any
trace of him?


Landry pressed her fingers to her forehead and closed her eyes. Think. She’d left
Sledge—Jackson—by the side of the road probably contemplating her future. Had
she really gone back to the warehouse, somehow figured out what Delaney was up
to, and stopped her before she got to her mom? And what the fuck was with the
suicide vest? Surely that had to be a mistake. Simson was an explosives expert.
Was it possible that Jackson had detonated a bomb and sacrificed herself to
stop them from advancing their plan? If Landry’s suppositions were true,
Jackson was the potential extractor Landry thought she could be. And she’d had nothing to lose.
She’d said she wanted a big adventure. Leaving her whole life behind and
starting a new career as a time traveler stretched beyond that dream. The past
Landry had left her behind in had ended. Jackson had no future because of
Pulsus. So maybe they owed her a new one…


 


* * *


 


Landry completed the tour of her apartment with her mom. “Take a
seat,” she said and motioned toward the breakfast bar. “We can talk while I
cook.”


Her mom smiled and looked amused. “You’re cooking?”


Landry shrugged. “Well…I’m warming the coffee.”


With perfect timing, Lizbeth came in carrying two covered plates.
Priscilla was three steps in front of her clutching a single white rose. She
was dressed in her Warriors uniform and still managed to look completely
charming despite her pallid skin and weight loss.


“Are you Lan Lan’s mommy?”


Landry watched a variety of expressions cross over her mom’s face
before she settled predictably into gentle adoration.


“I am. And who might you be, you beautiful creature?”


Priscilla skipped forward, and her sneakers squeaked her progress
along the wooden floor like a mouse on steroids.


“I’m Priscilla.” She stood on her tiptoes and thrust the rose
toward Landry’s mom. “This is for you.”


Landry’s mom accepted Priscilla’s offering. “What have I done to
deserve this?” she asked, in the soft musical tone that almost all adults
seemed to adopt when addressing small children.


She pointed at Lizbeth. “My mommy, Lizbeth, says Lan Lan’s been
mean to you, so I wanted to give you something pretty to make you happy.”


Landry coughed theatrically. “Your mommy said what now?” It
didn’t matter. Priscilla and Lizbeth couldn’t have played it any better if they
knew why she
had invited her mom over. Landry could see she was already smitten with that
special brand of Priscilla magic that had also captivated her three years ago.


Lizbeth arched her eyebrow and gave Landry the look that meant
she’d brook no nonsense. “Don’t even try to deny it, Landry Donovan.”


“I like you
already,” her mom said to Lizbeth as she put the plates on the breakfast bar.


“Great. All of you bully me and make me cry.”


Priscilla ran around Landry’s mom and threw her arms around
Landry’s legs. “No one can make my Lan Lan cry.”


Priscilla grinned, and Landry could feel the sunshine radiate
from the little girl. No matter her illness, she was still the brightest light
in their universe.


“You’re so damned cute,” Landry said and scooped her aloft. She
gave her a light squeeze and was rewarded with a firm kiss on her cheek.


“I am, huh.”


Her grin widened, and Landry hugged her a little harder. I can’t let you die.


Lizbeth held her arms out for Priscilla, and she stretched into
them lazily. Landry could see from the pained look hiding in Lizbeth’s eyes
that she was desperate for every moment with her daughter. Landry smiled, but
their shared knowledge of Priscilla’s delicately balanced fate was held in the
fragile silence between them.


“Enjoy your food.” Lizbeth kissed Landry on the cheek. “It was
lovely to meet you, Landry Mom. I hope we see more of you.”


“Bye-bye, Lan Lan and Lan Lan Mommy.”


Priscilla waved as Lizbeth left with her held tightly to her
body, and Landry’s heart ached with the dreadful possibility of not seeing her
grow into a smart, independent woman.


“What is she dying of?”


Her mom’s words shattered her melancholy musing, and the quiet
matter-of-fact way she put it made Landry’s nerves tingle uncomfortably.
“They’re still trying to figure that out…How could you tell?”


Her mom smiled with a knowing sadness. “Death has a signature
scent. And its inevitability weighs heavy on those it’s going to leave behind.
Lizbeth may as well be wearing a T-shirt.”


Landry put two fresh cups of coffee on the bar, took the serving
lids from the food, and sat beside her mom. “She can’t die.” There was little
point in being subtle and working her way up to this conversation. 


“Is that why you invited me here? To see Priscilla and do
something for her?”


It made Landry sound particularly manipulative, but there was no
arguing with the truth. “Jenkin said you were almost ready for test subjects. They’ve
tried everything and no one knows what’s wrong with her. She was recovering
well from Kawasaki Syndrome, and then this hit her.” Landry placed her hand
over her mom’s and squeezed. “I know I’ve already pushed my luck with what you
did for Jade and the position I put you in with Jenkin, but Priscilla…she’s so
full of light. I had to ask you.”


Landry’s mom put down her fork and pressed her other hand over
Landry’s. “I told Jenkin that I didn’t perform the mind wipe on Jade. Our
separation put some things into perspective for both of us and refocused us on
why we started Pulsus. Fixing Jade reminded us both of the vast potential of
our tech, and we’re making plans to open up our doors to the wider world.”


This is
unexpected. “Really? How’d she take it?” Not well, I’m willing to bet.


“It didn’t come as a surprise. She suspected I hadn’t done it
because you were so willing to come back on board…she knows how hard you hold
on to a grudge.”


Landry smiled. Forgiving anyone for anything was hard for her.
She was hoping Jade might lighten her up some. “And you’re going to tell the
world about our missions?” What
would that even mean to Pulsus? Landry imagined the island crawling
with government agents and possibly even shutting them down to get their hands
on the proprietary tech before any other country did.


“Not at first. Baby steps, Landry. What we’ve developed is so
superior to existing healthcare that it’s going to seem almost alien-made to
the average person. We’ll need to keep our time travel tech under wraps for
now.”


It can’t be
this easy. “You’ll consider taking Priscilla to the island?”


“Yes, but Lizbeth can’t know. Not yet. Does she trust you enough
to take Priscilla away without explanation?”


Landry took a sip of coffee while she considered where Lizbeth’s
head would be right now. “I don’t know, Mom. Caitlin asked for my help, but
with such uncertainty around how long Priscilla might have left, I don’t know
that they’d let her out of their sight.”


Landry’s mom shook her head. “They have to. The board hasn’t
agreed on a marketing or launch plan, and that might easily take a
year…Priscilla doesn’t have that much time.”


Landry shivered at her mom’s last words. She didn’t want to
contemplate ever coming home and not seeing Priscilla’s smiling face there to greet
her. She couldn’t begin to imagine how Lizbeth and Caitlin were handling the
notion. How much do they
trust me? Landry got people to trust her on every mission, but
letting someone take your dying child away from you without knowing where they
were taking her was another level of trust that bordered on faith. And that was
something Landry didn’t have. I
don’t need it. I just need Lizbeth to believe. 


She pulled her hand from beneath her mom’s and ran her finger and
thumb over her brow to stave off the vice-like grip focused on the front of her
brain. “How much time does she have?” Landry was already thinking about the
worst-case scenario of having to kidnap Priscilla. They wanted her to help, but
they probably didn’t have this in mind.


“Without further investigation, I can’t tell.”


Her mom paused, maybe to temper the surgical way she was speaking
about someone Landry clearly cared for.


“I’m sorry, Pumpkin. I’ll do whatever I can, but I need you to
get Priscilla to the island alone.”


Landry recalled her last foray to the island with an unofficial
inhabitant. She’d got through it, but another run at it might not be so
successful. “Do you need to run it past Jenkin?”


Her mom smiled, and Landry saw the strength she’d been lucky
enough to inherit.


“We have a much more equitable relationship now, professionally
and personally. This is my research. It’s my decision to make.”


Landry nodded. “Okay. I’ll make it happen.” Lizbeth and Caitlin
were desperate. It was life-or-death for their little girl, no in between. Landry
hoped that would mean they’d be willing to trust her with Priscilla’s life. 


Her mom reached over and gently held Landry’s face. “You’re doing
all you can, Pumpkin. This is the best chance Priscilla has of surviving
whatever it is that’s attacking her system.”


What if I
came back empty-handed? “Will it work?” An acrid assault knotted her
insides. How could she face the girls again if she returned with Priscilla…limp
and lifeless in a cold wooden box?


“You know I can’t guarantee anything. Tests in animal subjects
have all been positive for a wide variety of diseases, but if we were in the
outside world, we’d be a good distance from FDA approval.” She wrapped her
hands around the mug as if to warm herself and sipped at her coffee. “I have to
do a full body scan to see what we’re dealing with before I could even begin to
forecast our probability of success.”


Landry pushed her plate away. Lizbeth’s food was as tasty as it
always was, but the worry was making it impossible to even think about eating.
She looked at her mom and saw nothing but concern and love. She wanted
Priscilla to know that kind of love when she was older. Landry had a chance to
help save her, to make sure she reached her
thirties, and beyond. 


She stood and kissed her mom’s forehead. “I need to speak to them
now.”


Her mom nodded. “I’ll wait here. We need to discuss the return
mission to Chicago.”


Fuck.
Delaney. Life was so much simpler when all she had to concentrate on
was missions. And so much
lonelier. The only stable thing in her life right now was Jade, and
she hadn’t even managed to make love to her since she got back. Would she stick
around when everything was so…so fucked up? Breathe.
Landry headed toward her front door. One
thing at a time. Priscilla. Delaney. Jade. Then I just have to figure out
what I want to do with my future.


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 


Garrett’s reaction to seeing Landry walking toward his train
with Priscilla on her shoulders resembled a hatchetfish. 


“I could sink a three-pointer in that hole.” Landry tossed
Garrett a six-pack of Twinkies and smiled as he floundered unsuccessfully to
catch it. He picked it up and nodded his thanks.


“Jadey would’ve caught that.”


Landry’s smile grew wider at Priscilla’s sage observation and the
no-nonsense way she delivered it.


“So…?”


Garrett’s consternation was warranted. The last time he’d let
Landry on his train with a civilian, Jenkin had threatened to relegate him to
island clean up. Only the intervention of Landry’s mom saved him the job he
adored.


“Check your manifest. Dr. Donovan should’ve added Priscilla
Ross.”


Garrett pulled his comms unit from his pants pocket but looked
dubious. “Is this why the doc was here yesterday?”


“Yeah. It’s an urgent situation, hoss.”


Garrett took the time to really look at Priscilla, and Landry saw
his face change as he took in her pale complexion and palpable illness, and he
comprehended once again it was a life-and-death situation. The fact that this
time Landry was bringing a child to the island seemed to strike something deep
at his soul, and he swallowed hard.


“Is this the beginning of a new era for us?”


Landry tilted her head and shrugged. “That’s not for me to say,
hoss. I’m not in charge.”


Garrett raised his eyebrows and fake-coughed. “Are you sure about
that?”


He looked away quickly when Landry responded with a “don’t push
it” look and concentrated on downloading his latest cargo list. A few taps of
his screen had him nodding like an old-fashioned bobblehead.


“You’ve got us?”


“Sure thing, hoss. Why don’t you and the little lady climb on
board?”


“Is it fast, Lan Lan?” Priscilla tugged on Landry’s shirt as they
stepped onto the train.


“Do you want it to be?” Landry loved the kid’s zest for life
despite the pain she was in.


“Uh-huh.”


“Why’s that, little Priscilla?”


“So that we can get back to my mommies. I want to stop them from
being so sad.”


If it were possible for a literal heart breaking, Landry’s would
have shattered and fallen to the carriage floor. Priscilla’s childish desire to
ease Lizbeth’s and Caitlin’s pain was desperately poignant, and Landry felt the
liquid caress of tears threaten to fall from her eyes. “We’ll be as fast as we
can, I promise.” Landry recalled the last promise she’d made to Jade on this
train. With the expertise and help of her mom, she’d managed to keep it. She
could only hope that her mom could go two-for-two in the civilian stakes.


 


* * *


 


“I’m scared, Lan Lan. I feel cold inside.”


Landry bit her lip and forced a smile. Don’t panic. She glanced at her mom and
was relieved to see there was no hidden worry in her eyes. She leaned forward
and gently pressed her lips to Priscilla’s forehead. “Everything’s going to be
okay, little lady…I promise.” Her mom had fixed Jade, but Landry could only
hope that she’d be able to rid Priscilla’s little body of whatever was
attacking her. In both cases, Landry’s promise was more wish than belief.


Landry held Priscilla’s hand as she slipped under the light
sedation, and her eyes finally closed.


“You should go, Pumpkin. Jenkin wants to talk to you about the
Muniz mission.”


Landry nodded. Her mom had already told her that the board had
authorized Landry to return to Chicago, but she hadn’t given her any details.
It was Jenkin who wanted to share those with Landry.


She closed the door behind her and didn’t look back. She made her
way to Jenkin’s office. There was no Kondo replacement at her door. Maybe she’d
realized that having someone that close to her was more dangerous than having
no one at all. 


Landry knocked and was beckoned in. Jenkin motioned for her to
sit. The basic visitor chairs had been replaced with far plusher seats. Jenkin
came around her desk and sat beside Landry.


“There’s a lot of change going on around here.” There was no
judgment in Landry’s words, despite her unease at Jenkin’s apparent openness.
Pulsus changing meant Priscilla was allowed on the island. And she was about to
broach a new change of bringing back an extractor recruit from Chicago in the
form of Brooke Jackson. Change was necessary.


“I’m sorry about Delaney. I miscalculated. I was too caught up in
making sure we didn’t lose you that I didn’t catch any hint of Delaney’s
betrayal.”


Betrayal…for
love. “Lose me?
I thought you wanted me gone.” 


“We’ve got a complicated relationship, Landry. There’s a lot of
history and emotion…for both of us.”


Landry didn’t visually react to Jenkin’s use of her first name.
The last time Jenkin had addressed her as Landry, not Donovan, was as a kid
when she and her mom were traipsing across the country. Avoiding my father’s goons.
“Since we’re starting with a heart-to-heart,” which
I was not
expecting, “I should thank you for looking after my mom—in both
iterations of her life—and I should apologize for being an asshole to you for
the past three years. Mom’s put me straight on a few things, things I didn’t
really remember. Or maybe I was refusing to remember them, I don’t know.”
Landry pushed up on the arms of her chair and shifted positions. She’d been
prepared for mission talk and trying to persuade Jenkin into letting her bring
Jackson back. She hadn’t expected…this. “Talking to my mom about the past, even
though some of it I don’t feel like I really lived, kind of pulled back a
curtain on my memories. You were around. A
lot. You protected my mom when I couldn’t, and you made it your
life’s work to go back to stop her murder. I can’t express how grateful I am to
you for that.”


Jenkin sighed deeply, straightened in her chair, and coughed
dramatically. “Well, this turned deep fast. I guess the therapy your mom and I
are having is working.”


“I’m not sure I’m supposed to be part of it.” Landry smiled.
Memories of good times, family times, with her mom and Jenkin had been bobbing
to the surface of her consciousness like a cork float. 


Jenkin shrugged. “Unfortunately for you, you kind of are. I’ve
got to be more authentic and ‘acknowledge my feelings’ to people around me that
I care about. It’s all very weird.”


“I’ll second that.”


“Still, before we talk about the Chicago mission, there’s some
things I need to put on the table. And you can leave them there, if you want.
Or take them away and process them yourself.” Jenkin leaned back in her chair
and put her feet on the desk. “But either way, I’ve got to say them.”


Landry relaxed into the soft leather chair as a visual memory of
her and Jenkin playing catch in a backyard somewhere gave a five-second appearance.
“Go for it. I’ll try not to laugh.”


Jenkin laughed. “I don’t think you’ll succeed, but I’ll say it as
fast as I can so we can put it aside and concentrate on work.” She closed her
eyes. “I’ve always loved you like a daughter, but Elena puts you first and that
sometimes hurts even though I completely understand that’s her instinct as your
mother.” Jenkin took a breath, as if drawing in more courage before continuing.
“I’m hard on you, because we used to be so close but after we brought your mom back,
you pushed me away…and that hurt. I pushed you back, which was childish, but
there you go.”


Jenkin didn’t speak for a moment, and Landry wondered if her
confession was over. The detached, military part of her wanted it to be
finished. Over-sharing wasn’t her playground. But she also needed to hear this.
A big part of the life that Landry hadn’t really lived but had the memories of,
included Jenkin. She’d been a guiding hand and an understanding ear when Landry
and her mom had clashed, which was often. There was no pinpointing the exact
time when they’d drifted, and in fact, Landry had no memory of that. But in the
life she’d lived, with the military and then with Pulsus, she knew her dislike
of Jenkin came from her relationship with her mom. She’d somehow managed to
bury the conflicting version of her memories that had seen her share a good
relationship with Jenkin. The effect time travel had on Landry’s memories
versus her lived reality complicated everything.


“I got lost in building Pulsus. I lost sight of your mom, of you,
and why I wanted to invent this tech in the first place. But I want to get back
to that version of me. I hope you’ll let me try.” She opened her eyes and
jumped up from her chair. “Great. That’s done with. No need to respond. Let’s talk
about Muniz and Chicago.”


Landry opened her mouth to speak, but words abandoned her. She
didn’t want to choke on the sentiment that was bubbling in her throat. Emotion
equated weakness. That’s
my father talking. Landry had let Jade into her heart. Was it time
to let Jenkin back in, too? “We’ll both try.” 


Jenkin stared at her for a moment, clearly taking in the weight
of the three small words Landry had managed. She smiled, signaling they were
enough.


“The board has decided Muniz is too important for us not to try
again. They want you to go back, but I’m concerned about your potential lack of
objectiv—”


“What about Delaney and Simson?”


“You’re to bring them both back. That’s why I’m concerned.
Delaney betrayed your friendship. Simson committed unforgiveable crimes…if you
had your druthers, what would you do?”


Landry rolled her neck and considered Jenkin’s question. “You
want to know if I have homicidal intentions toward one or both of them?”


Jenkin nodded. “Nobody would blame you if you did.”


Let’s start
with the easy one. “What Simson did to me is largely irrelevant, but
I want to see justice for Perry. What will happen if I bring her back here?”


“There is no death penalty, Landry…not in any state.”


“I know that. That’s not what I’m asking. Perry had no family,
other than his colleagues. Does that mean Simson doesn’t get punished for what
she did to him?” Landry squeezed the arms of her chair as she recalled the
mental image of Perry’s dead eyes looking back at her.


“A legal system is about the only thing we didn’t develop on this
island, Landry, because we never anticipated needing one. We can’t punish Simson in any
tangible way that she’ll learn from, or that any of us will get closure or
satisfaction from. Her mind will be wiped to a time before Pulsus, and she’ll
be left in a city—”


“To start again. Like nothing’s happened.”


“We’re back to the question, Landry. What would you do?”


She hadn’t actually given Simson much thought since she’d
returned. Thoughts of Delaney and possible redemption swamped her nightly, but
beyond her initial anger at Simson for killing Perry, she hadn’t considered
what she’d do to her if given the chance. “I’d like to see her on trial in
2055. Direct the police to Perry’s body and the murder weapon. Gift wrap Simson
and drop her on the doorstep of their precinct.”


Jenkin laughed. “That’s not a bad idea. Been thinking about it
much?”


Landry shook her head. “Off the top of my head, actually.”


“So you know the board wouldn’t agree to it?”


“Why not? If she blabbed about time travel, they’d just lock her
up for being crazy, wouldn’t they? She’s got no proof.”


“Maybe. But you know she has to come back here, to her time. The
question I have to go back to is, when you’re faced with her, will you bring
her back…alive?”


Landry closed her eyes and imagined being face-to-face with
Simson, imagined having a gun in her hand and a decision to make like the one
that ended with her killing Vogt in 1942. That
was different. “You know I will.” An eye for an eye wasn’t part of
Landry’s moral compass. She could only hope that Simson wouldn’t force the
issue and give Landry an impossible choice. “I want them both back.” And Brooke. “But
there’s something else I want.”


“Of course there is. Elena is trying to fix the little girl. What
other civilians do you have in need of our intervention?”


“The FBI agent who…” rescued
me, “released me to come home—”


“Brooke Jackson?”


“Yeah. We took away her life. The least we owe her is a new
future.”


Jenkin’s brow crinkled, as she clearly tried to comprehend what
Landry was getting at. “You’re going back to before she died. She won’t
intercept Delaney, and she won’t die. I don’t understand.”


Landry sat forward in her chair. The prospect of bringing Jackson
back to the future had taken root. She wanted a prodigy, someone to mentor and
take over when she got too old or jaded. “That was her old future. When I was
driving to collect the PRU, Jackson told me she was looking for a big
adventure. She wanted something more from her life, something better. She had a
vision to do things that mattered on a much larger scale than the FBI could
ever influence.” Landry paused. If she was reading Jenkin correctly, her lack
of understanding had dissipated and been replaced with a cautious suspicion.
“She’d make a great extractor, I know it.” Not
sure how I know it, but I definitely feel it.


“You want to bring Jackson from 2055 to our time and train her as
an extractor?”


“Absolutely.”


“Absolutely not.” Jenkin stood and walked to the window.
“Everything is delicately balanced right now, Landry. The board is considering
releasing some of our technology to the general public, for the good of the
whole world. I’m not sure we can justify recruiting someone from the past.”


“Delaney was on your trail and mom’s. She’d probably figured out
a new plan and was aiming to take over Pulsus in 2055. If she kidnapped you and
mom, who knows what they could have done. I could’ve come back through the time
circle into a hellish new future.”


Jenkin turned back to Landry. “But Delaney didn’t succeed.”


“Only because Jackson intercepted them. When I left her in
Chicago, she could’ve just gone back to her HQ and spun a tale about her cover
being blown. She could’ve easily recovered her career. But she didn’t. Instead,
she must’ve gone back to the factory and trailed them to DC.” And then got blown to bits.
Landry would have to teach her some serious survival techniques. Staying alive
was pretty much a basic requirement of becoming an extractor. “I don’t know
what happened in DC, maybe she made a heroic sacrifice. But she did save your life and
your work. Pulsus might never have existed without her courage.”


Jenkin returned to her chair beside Landry and shook her head. “I
see what you’re saying, I really do. We’re responsible for her death, in many
ways, and we never set out to accept any level of collateral damage. I just
don’t think the board will authorize it.”


Landry smiled. “What if you don’t ask the board to authorize it?”
Landry’s smile became a grin as Jenkin raised an eyebrow and her eyes flashed
with a certain mischief. “What if I don’t mention it again to anyone, and I
leave for the mission as planned with one operative? There’s a maximum of six
strings—with Muniz, Delaney, Simson, me, and the other operative returning,
that leaves an empty string. Who’s to say I don’t need Jackson to help me
secure Delaney and Simson through the time circle?”


Jenkin shook her head. “You’re incorrigible. Why did you ever
choose a career of taking orders in the military when you’re so desperately
poor at following them?”


“Not true. I follow the good orders, but sometimes there needs to
be a little engineering for an even better outcome.” As their exchange had
continued, Landry’s sub-conscious had released memories of countless exchanges
like this with Jenkin. She’d been her sounding board and co-conspirator for
years when Landry didn’t want to consult her mom. How did I forget all this? 


“That’s settled, then. Diaz will send you the mission brief. Do
you have a particular operative in mind you’d like to work with?”


Delaney.
“Someone experienced. Someone with no family.” She thought of Griffin, who’d
left his partner behind, knowing full well he’d never see him again if their
mission succeeded and the doc cured cancer. At least Perry didn’t have any
family on the island. But extractors and operatives alike knew the risks of
their position. As did Landry, but it had never really mattered before Jade.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 


“You’re going back?”


Jade’s disappointment was clear. Landry
wasn’t sure how Jade would react to the news that the Pulsus board had
authorized her to return to Chicago. At least she wasn’t holding anything back.
Landry much preferred when people were open with their emotions, even when it
wasn’t something she was particularly comfortable with doing herself.


“Do you want me to stay?” Such a loaded question. There was no
right or wrong answer, no black or white. Landry wasn’t even sure why she’d
asked, because she was pretty certain she didn’t want to hear the answer. If
Jade wanted her to leave, Landry might feel unwanted. If Jade wanted her to
stay, Landry might feel like her wings were being clipped. In truth, she had no
idea what she would feel about any of Jade’s potential responses. She did know that being in
love was confusing, and desperate, and vulnerable. And she was an uneasy
bedfellow with all of those things.


“Do you want me to want you to stay?”


Jade laughed, and Landry joined her. The absurdity of the
conversation would have been farcical if it wasn’t so personal.


“It was a stupid question. Forget I asked.” Landry gently pushed
the hair from Jade’s face and tucked it behind her ear. “You look beautiful
today.”


Jade pulled Landry’s hand to her lips and kissed her knuckles.
“You say that every day you see me.”


“That’s because you’re beautiful every day.”


Jade shook her head. “Are you really doing this?”


“Doing what?”


“Distracting yourself from a difficult conversation with sweet
talk? We’ve just spent three hours in bed. You can’t need any more.”


“I always
need more of you.” Landry kissed her and lingered on Jade’s lips. She wouldn’t
be leaving for a few days, but she still wanted to make sure she could memorize
every contour, scent, and sensation of her lover. After her botched homecoming,
Landry was almost getting anxious that she and Jade would never make love again.
She needn’t have worried. Tonight, she’d barely gotten out of her car before
Jade had her upstairs, naked, and splayed on the bed faster than Landry’s
Mustang could go from zero to sixty. Their lovemaking had moved from fast and
frantic to slow and sensuous and back again, but each orgasm, each fall from
the precipice of pleasure had further sealed Landry’s adoration of her new
love.


She sighed deeply, and Jade tapped the center of Landry’s
forehead. “Hey, stop playing back your sex video and focus.”


Landry smiled. “Fine. Spoil my fun. Is there something specific
you want to know?”


Jade nodded. “Who’ve you been told to bring back?”


Landry clenched her teeth and flexed her jaw. “All of them. I
floated the idea of dropping Simson off with the local law enforcement to stand
trial for Perry’s murder, but it didn’t fly.” 


“How do you feel about that, baby?”


“Seriously, are you taking night classes to become a shrink when
you finish playing ball?” Landry pulled Jade into her arms.


She nestled in and placed her hand on Landry’s chest. “This is
currently my favorite place in the world.”


Landry kissed the top of Jade’s head and caressed the smooth
outline of Jade’s back through her sheer T-shirt. She loved how Jade was always
warm to the touch. “Now who’s changing the subject?”


“I’m just easily distracted by the soft beating of your heart
beneath your hard chest.”


“And now you’re being just as cheesy as me.”


Jade tugged at the hem of Landry’s shirt and kissed her abs, one
by one. “If you can’t beat ’em…so, how do you feel about bringing Simson back?”


“Surprisingly indifferent. There’s no feasible alternative, and
Pulsus has no justice system. It’s not like we have sovereignty to go around
denying people their freedom. I have to settle for a mind wipe and hope that
she was a better person before Pulsus.”


“I’d like to get my hands on her for what she did to you.”


Landry laughed, took Jade’s hand, and kissed her knuckles. “My
protector. I love it when you talk tough.”


Jade pulled her hand away and looked affronted. “Hey, I can hold
my own, hot shot. Ask my ex’s little fling.”


“I believe you. I have no desire to go looking for your New York
butch, thank you very much.” The image of Jade going crazy on the unwanted
sexual intruder made her smile. “I know you Latina women can have vicious
tempers.”


“Stereotyping much?” Jade flicked hard at Landry’s nipple.


“Ouch.” Landry pressed her hand to her sore breast to prevent
further attack and shoved her bottom lip out. “My bad.”


“I just don’t see how you can be so relaxed about Simson.”


Landry shrugged. “I have to look at it objectively, like it’s not
personal.” Jade looked set to interrupt, but Landry pressed her finger to her
lips. “Hear me out, baby.”


Jade sank back onto Landry’s chest and sighed. “Okay.”


“It was personal for her, sure, but that’s not my problem. I’ve
had far worse done to me in the line of Pulsus duty than she and her buddies
did. If I held on to that crap, I’d likely never go on another mission.” She
kissed the top of Jade’s head. Having someone this protective over her was a
novel feeling, but it was certainly one Landry could get used to. “I hate what
she did to Perry and that justice won’t be done. I hope that if Pulsus does
make their time travel missions public, they could be somehow linked to the
current justice system. That way, anyone who went off the reservation could be
punished when they returned to the island. I’m hoping harder that something
like that just doesn’t happen again.”


“Accountability would be a good thing.”


“Exactly. But we’re not there yet, and I’m not going to ignore my
screaming morality or believe that I’m the law, and be judge, jury, and
executioner. I couldn’t live with myself if I did that.”


Jade stroked Landry’s inner thigh and pressed the heel of her
palm into the crotch seam of Landry’s underwear. “You’re very sexy when you go
all high and mighty like that.”


Landry shifted her shorts and caught hold of Jade’s wrists. “What
were you saying moments ago about not needing any more?” 


“I’m a conundrum, Landry Donovan. Deal with it. What about your
protégé? How did that idea fly?”


Landry flashed back to her unexpectedly deep conversation with
Jenkin. “Better than I thought it could. You know how I’ve explained I’ve got
two sets of memories because my first mission was to stop my mom from being murdered?”


“That’s not really something a girl could forget. Go on.”


“It’s complex. They’re almost fighting for supremacy up there,
for conscious space. Some of my lived memories override the new memories of my
life with Mom being around.”


“I kind of get it. I can’t begin to grasp how hard that is for
you, or how you cope with such a mind fuck, but you’re a tough sonofabitch. If
anyone can handle it, it’s you.”


Landry smiled and kissed Jade again. “I love you.” Jade’s
understanding of Landry seemed to be growing every day they spent together.
Being understood and accepted for everything she was, was something Landry
never expected to experience.


“I know. How could you not?” She smiled, and mischief flashed
across her eyes. “Keep talking.” She pulled her wrist free of Landry’s grip and
continued to trace her fingers over Landry’s body.


“I went to Jenkin half expecting a fight, because that’s all I
remember us ever doing since Mom ‘came back from the dead’ and I found out they
were, you know…”


“Having sex.”


“Yeah, that.” Landry had adjusted to the relationship Jenkin and
her mom were having, but that didn’t mean she was comfortable with any talk
about their sex life. “I was still hung up on idealized memories of my father,
but I didn’t know that meant I was suppressing actual memories of a really good
relationship with Jenkin. Since Mom and I talked about what happened with my
father, and his war crimes, and Jenkin’s role in our lives, I’ve been getting
flashbacks of Jenkin in my past.”


“The one you haven’t really lived that should take precedence?”


“Exactly.” Landry rolled her ankles to stave off a threatening
cramp. She’d hit the gym hard after leaving Priscilla at Pulsus in an effort to
clear her mind of…everything.
“And they’ve been pretty great memories of her being supportive, and helpful,
and always there when I needed her to be. We started talking yesterday, and it
was like slipping on a comfortable jacket. The animosity just fell away, and we
had our first honest conversation in…forever.”


“Aw, you’re getting in touch with your emotions. That’s good news
for me.”


Landry enjoyed Jade’s teasing. Having a conversation this serious
but still being relaxed was another new experience she was appreciating with
Jade.


“You’ve been given the go-ahead to bring Brooke Jackson forward,
then?”


Landry shook her head. “It’s not exactly been authorized, but it
will be happening.”


Jade stopped her exploration of Landry’s legs and looked up, her
eyebrow raised. “Are you planning to get into trouble with your boss again?”


“I am not.
It just might be that I have no choice but to bring Jackson back with me.”


Jade leaned back onto Landry’s chest. “What if she doesn’t want
to leave her time?”


Landry shrugged. “I’m going to give her the option for the ‘big
adventure’ she said she wanted. Jackson will make her choice. It’s hers, not
mine. But I’ve done my research. All her family is dead, and there was no sign
of a significant other before she died. I don’t think she has anything to hold
on to in 2055.”


“Last, but not least, where are you with Delaney?”


Landry didn’t respond immediately. Jade was so matter-of-fact
about all elements of the mission, Landry wished it could be that simple. The
truth was, she didn’t know where she was with Delaney. She was dancing with two
versions of her history, and memories of her friendship with Delaney were like
lights slowly dimming in the stage of her mind. To combat the fade, Landry was
watching videos of their debriefs, training sessions, and soccer games. She’d
even written some notes on anything and everything she could remember about
Delaney. Landry had never been one to write a diary, and it felt alien. But it
was also strangely soothing. I’m
not ready to let you go. “I vacillate between complete antipathy and
a desire to…” Am I safe
enough to say this out loud? “Surrender. Delaney’s broken and that’s
the fault of the work she’s done for Pulsus. She’s also desperately in love
with someone who was murdered because of our mission. Again, the culpability
lies with Pulsus.”


“Pulsus didn’t make Delaney fall in love.”


“No, but Ilsa is
dead because we interfered in her timeline.” Landry twirled a lock of Jade’s
soft hair between her fingers. “I don’t think I can wholly blame Delaney for
the path she’s followed when Pulsus virtually laid it out for her.”


“You miss her?”


There was a hint of vulnerability in Jade’s tone that made Landry
think carefully about her own words. “The part of my mind that’s hanging on to
our memories misses her. It’s not love, baby. It’s no threat to you or us.”


Jade smiled, but her lack of response spoke of her concern.


“I’ve felt guilty because I thought I didn’t do enough, but I’ve
come to realize that no matter how hard I try or how much I want it, I can’t
always make things the way they need to be or the way I want them to be. Pulsus
changes the past to affect the future. I started thinking that I had the same
power.” Landry shook her head and offered Jade a sad smile. “But I don’t.”


“Babe…”


Jade lifted her head and kissed Landry. It was a soft, loving
kiss, made of such sweet promise that Landry’s heart ached for more. Ached for
longer like this. And
this is all Delaney wanted, too. It’s what I encouraged her to seek out.



“What will they do to Delaney when you bring her home?”


“The same as Simson. They’ll wipe her mind to before she was
recruited for Pulsus and set her up in a modest place, in her home town. She’s
got no family to speak of, but hopefully, there’ll still be some old friends
there.”


“Will you be able to see her after that?”


Landry clenched her jaw and tried to smile. “No. That will end
our friendship.”


Jade glanced away, and Landry couldn’t read her reaction. She
hadn’t realized Jade felt so threatened by Delaney. She’d worked hard to make
her feel secure, loved, wanted. Delaney was her best friend, not her lover.


“How’s Priscilla doing?”


Landry bit her lip. Mission stuff was relatively easy to deal
with, and aside from Delaney, she was managing to maintain her usual
professionalism and distance. It wasn’t that simple with Priscilla. “Why does
this conversation feel like a mission debrief?”


Jade scooted down Landry’s chest, turned onto her back, and
looked up at her seriously. “Because it’s my chance to find out everything
important that’s happening or going to happen. This is how it needs to be to
maintain my sanity, Landry.” She reached up and gently stroked Landry’s cheek.
“It’s not like you go off to work for the day to fold and stack T-shirts in
American Eagle. It’s more complicated than that, and this is how I’m coping
with it.”


Landry took Jade’s hands in hers and kissed each of her
fingertips in turn. “I’m sorry, baby. I’m just teasing. I understand you need
to know as much as I can tell you.”


Jade gave a decisive nod, in what Landry was coming to understand
was a show of vindication.


“That’s right. Spill.”


“It’s way too early to say anything. Mom did a scan yesterday and
a lot of other tests I don’t even begin to understand. She’s going to keep her
under observation for forty-eight hours after she completes her investigation,
and hopefully she’ll have more news for us after that.”


“Lizbeth called after you left with Priscilla. I hate having to
lie to her about not knowing any more than she does.”


“You don’t know a whole lot more in terms of Priscilla, and if
you told her that my mom had fixed your leg, it’d probably raise her hopes
unreasonably. What Mom did for you, she’s been doing for extractors and
operatives for three years. What she needs to do for Priscilla is virgin
territory.” Landry paused when she saw the veil of distress fall lightly over
Jade’s face. She was obviously expecting Priscilla’s treatment to be a done
deal. “I’m sorry, baby. I wish I could tell you it was going to be easy, but my
mom’s been working on DNA engineering and curing the fragility of the human
condition for over a decade.”


Jade teared up, and she swallowed hard. “I…”


For the first time in Landry’s experience, words failed Jade. She
leaned down and kissed her tenderly. In Landry’s absences, Jade had spent as
much time as she could with Lizbeth and her family, occasionally foregoing time
with her own family. Jade had gladly admitted that Priscilla had found a home
in her heart. She had the same effect on Landry, despite her best efforts not
to become attached. “She’s in the very best hands she could be in, Jade, I
promise you.” There I go
again with the promises. Landry was throwing them around like
birdseed at a lake lately. It seemed the more people she became close to, the
more she found herself feeling powerless. The ability to fix everything was
beyond her, and that didn’t sit well at all.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 


“What will you do with him?” Landry could see Kondo in the
background of one of her mom’s medical rooms at Pulsus. She’d resisted the
temptation to go back to the island to talk to Kondo personally. Interrogation
had never been something that had interested Landry. She preferred to wrangle
the required information using nothing but words, charm, and persuasion.


Her answering smile was tight. “We’re preparing him for a mind
wipe, as per the contract he signed when he was
loyal to Pulsus.”


I need to
check my contract of employment. “Lucky you perfected the technique
just in time to use it, huh?”


“It was something I didn’t think we’d ever need to use on our
people for this reason.”


Her mom had begun its development to help operatives who might
want to forget the things they’d had to do on missions. It hadn’t progressed
fast enough to help Delaney. Landry wondered if her mom could go into Delaney’s
memories and erase the series of events that had led her to trigger this
cluster fuck. Could we go
back to normal? She wanted to believe they could. Delaney had been
their best operative. Would Jenkin agree to at least try it? And what about
Ilsa? Pulsus would never authorize a mission to return to save her, just for
Delaney—would she be better off if she’d never known that love? Landry didn’t
want to imagine her
life without Jade and her love. Not knowing her past, her history of love, her
friendships, she might as well be a tree without roots. How long would it be
before she rotted away unnourished?


Landry pulled her attention back to the face call. “Has he
revealed if the mutiny goes deep?”


“He says that he hadn’t begun recruiting. Delaney had told him to
hold fire until a week after the mission, to be sure nothing had gone wrong.
When the memories of Delaney and Simson began to fade for him, and for everyone
else, he knew they hadn’t succeeded. Delaney had planned for Kondo to get the
hell out before you got back so he had a chance of a new life.” 


Her mom sighed deeply, and Landry hoped that getting the
information she needed from Kondo hadn’t taken an emotional toll. Landry didn’t
believe that her mom was built for that kind of experience.


“Do you believe him?”


“I believe he has no reason to lie, and it all sounds perfectly
logical. Without Delaney as their leader, Kondo had no desire to step up and
take the reins.”


She paused and looked unsure about continuing. What don’t you want to ask?


“He was holding out hope that you
would’ve joined them…Were you tempted?”


There it is.
“Honestly?” Her mom nodded. “I might’ve been if you had performed the mind wipe on Jade and if
we hadn’t had
the conversation about my father. Then maybe I could’ve seen myself joining
them. Looking back, it was obvious Delaney was trying to enlist me by stoking
my rage against Jenkin.” And
then there’s Jade as my weakness.


“And?”


Her mom looked at her the way she always did when she knew Landry
was holding something back or telling a white lie. It took her back to her
teenage years, and guilt crept up the back of her neck like ice on a car
windshield. “When they were trying to get the location of the PRU, Delaney used
Jade in an attempt to persuade me. It made me wonder if my days as an extractor
are over because I’ve allowed myself to get close to someone, someone whose well-being
could be used against me. I wasn’t so much thinking of joining her as simply
stepping aside and living a ‘normal’ life.” It was an admission she hadn’t
planned on sharing with her mom. Jade had done her best to convince her that
she wasn’t Landry’s Pepper Potts, but doubts niggled at her belief in her
continued efficacy as an extractor.


“That was a natural reaction, Pumpkin, but this situation was a
one-off. There’s no way it’ll happen again. Delaney was your only close friend
on the island, and you spend your non-mission time in Frisco. For one, I doubt
you’ll ever tell anyone on the island about your personal life again, and two,
we’ve learned from our mistakes. All our operatives and extractors are going to
be brought in to have their mission memories wiped—the bad bits—as I’d planned
when I began to develop this tech. We’re never going to let a degeneration like
Delaney’s happen again.”


“Pulsus accepts responsibility for Delaney’s actions?” Maybe they would consider letting
her stay on.


“Almost one hundred percent. Our psych team failed her. I failed
her. I didn’t work fast enough.”


The sadness in her mom’s words was obvious, and Landry believed
she would do her best to prevent a similar situation.


“Will it be an elective procedure?” Landry’s autonomy twitched at
the thought of compulsory mind wipes.


“If the mission has involved questionable moral behavior—”


Landry coughed dramatically. “That’s an understated way of
putting it.”


“If it has, then the procedure will be compulsory, but the choice
remains whether to erase the whole mission or just the worst of it. It’ll be
part of the regeneration procedure. We’ve always fixed the body, now we’ll be
able to fix the mind.”


Landry smiled at her mom’s use of the same phrase she’d thought
of. There was no denying it was a valuable operation, and she expected the
operatives particularly would have no qualms in having it done. Its efficiency
would have to be foolproof. “You’re absolutely certain the process is
completely accurate?”


“To the second. I’ve mapped every one of the functions within the
human brain and pinpointed the areas for short- and long-term memory. The tech
reaches inside and its lasers are fingers reading the memories like Braille.
The information translates to the screen, and I can scorch the unpleasant
stuff. The person will be able to see them and self-select if they wish.”


Landry decided to wait until she returned from Chicago to broach
the possibility of keeping Delaney on and changed the subject. “Where did you
find him?” It seemed like she should ask. Landry didn’t care as much as she was
curious how far he’d run.


“New York. He wasn’t exactly laying low.”


Her mom’s immediate response let Landry know she was allowing the
subject change but knew she had more on her mind. They’d get to it eventually.
“How are you getting on with Priscilla’s condition?” The question had been
pressing for attention, but Pulsus business had to come first.


Her mom’s face darkened, and before she answered, she left the
room where they were holding Kondo and walked silently to her office. The door
closed, and her mom sat back in her chair before she spoke again.


“Something is eating her from the inside out, faster than her
young cells can regenerate. I’ve induced a cryo-stasis to more or less stop the
advance of the disease.” 


Landry’s face must have reflected her distress.


“I know you were hoping for better news, Pumpkin, but this is
going to take some time. Dealing with something destructive is far harder than
rebuilding something healthy.”


Landry sighed and sank deeper into her sofa. She tried hard to
stave off the irrational desire to shout and scream at…something. She didn’t
know what. Landry never liked being out of control, but lately, it seemed like
that’s all she ever was. This absolute lack of power was humbling and totally
unwelcome.


“I know. I was just hoping I might be able to return Priscilla
before I went away for my mission.”


Her mom shook her head and looked mildly angry.


“Tell me you didn’t say that was a possibility?”


“No. I did warn them that there was no way you could predict how
long she’d be with you…and away from them.” Now
I need to tell them they might not see their daughter for weeks.


 


* * *


 


Landry perched on the edge of her pool table and waited. She
hitched up and her ass moved some of the balls as she sat on the felt.


“Baby, it’s gonna be all right,” Jade said as she sauntered
toward Landry with a cookie in hand.


“Is it?” Landry wasn’t convinced. Lizbeth and Caitlin were coming
up to hear about their daughter, who was in a place they didn’t know about and
couldn’t visit. She didn’t need a single maternal bone in her body to know how
torturous that must be for them.


Jade took a big bite of the sweet treat and offered what
remained. Landry opened her mouth and let Jade pop it in. It was noon and that
was all she’d eaten. Her stomach was loudly protesting its neglect, but food
was of little importance right now.


“Your mom is doing everything she can. They’ll know that.”


Jade stood between Landry’s open legs and wrapped her arms around
her waist. Her warmth felt good, comforting in a way Landry was coming to rely
on. She pulled Jade closer and held her tight.


A gentle knock interrupted the momentary sense of peace that had
come over Landry. She kissed Jade lightly and extricated herself to answer the
door. Lizbeth and Caitlin looked haggard and worn down. The suitcases beneath
their eyes evidenced a lack of sleep, and their clothes were beginning to look
too big for them. Eating wasn’t anybody’s priority right now. 


Landry drew Lizbeth into a long hug. Over her shoulder, she
shared a tight-lipped smile with Caitlin and saw desperation had taken up
residence. Her usually bright eyes were almost clouded with a shroud of
tangible loss. Are you
giving up? Lizbeth’s resolve faded, and Landry felt her sobbing
softly into her chest.


Landry pulled away slightly and tipped Lizbeth’s chin up with her
fingertip. “Hey.”


She sniffed and dabbed at her eyes with her shirtsleeve. “Sorry,
Landry. I should probably stop wearing makeup for a while.”


She pressed a finger on Landry’s T-shirt, and Landry saw a smudge
of black. “Don’t worry about it.”


Jade moved to Landry’s side and took Lizbeth’s hand. “Coffee?”


Lizbeth nodded, and they moved toward the kitchen. Caitlin closed
the door behind her. “Hey, buddy.”


Landry draped her arm around Caitlin’s shoulders and guided her
into the room. “How are you doing?”


Caitlin shook her head and dropped onto Landry’s sofa. “I’m not.
I’m walking around. I’m working. My body is still doing everything it’s
supposed to.” She leaned back into the sofa and put her hands over her face.
“But I feel like I can’t breathe. There’s a tiger on my chest, with its paw
raised, and I’m just waiting for it to swipe out my throat.”


Graphic.
Lizbeth and Jade came back from the kitchen to join them. Caitlin wrapped one
hand around the mug Lizbeth gave her and pulled her to sit beside her. They sat
close, as if each might fall to the floor without the support of the other.
Landry felt the weight of expectation on her next words as forcefully as if she
were Atlas holding up the globe.


Lizbeth looked to Caitlin and swallowed hard before she spoke.
“How’s our baby, Landry?”


Fuck.
“Before I tell you what Elena’s had to do, I need you to try to relax and
listen to everything before you react.” Elena.
It felt strange now to call her anything other than Mom, but she was talking to
them about their own daughter so she didn’t want to highlight their
relationship.


Lizbeth and Caitlin looked at each other, and Landry could almost
see their combined fears manifested and sitting on their shoulders like an ugly
gremlin. Their knuckles went white as their grip on each other tightened. Jade
sat beside Landry, placed her hand on her thigh, and squeezed. Her presence was
mildly comforting, but it wasn’t her own state of mind Landry was concerned
with.


“Elena is still running tests because so far, she’s not been able
to determine the problem.”


Lizbeth shook her head and looked like she might say something,
but held back.


“Whatever’s attacking Priscilla has gone into a particularly
aggressive state. To slow it down, Elena has induced a sort of coma.”


“Jesus, Landry. What’s a sort
of coma?” Caitlin slammed her mug on the table, but Lizbeth pulled
her other hand in and clasped their hands together.


“Baby, hear her out.”


Landry held up her hands. “Please. Just listen.”


Caitlin sank back into Lizbeth’s arms. “I’m sorry, Landry.
Continue.”


“It’s okay. I can’t begin to imagine how hard this is for you
both.” Landry placed her hand on Caitlin’s shoulder until she nodded for Landry
to continue. “Priscilla is in cryo-stasis. She’s completely safe—her body
temperature has been lowered to the point where everything is working at a bare
minimum.” Lizbeth and Caitlin looked even more confused. Maybe Mom should’ve explained
this. “She’s no longer in any pain and the disease can’t do any more
damage. It gives Elena time to fully explore what’s wrong with Priscilla’s
cells and figure out…” how…if…
“figure out how to rid her body of it.”


“Can we see her?”


One
question I’ve been dreading having to deflect. She glanced at Jade,
who smiled back. Her eyes communicated her empathy for Landry’s impossible
situation. They asked for
this, Jade had reminded her moments before they’d arrived. “You know
the answer to that, Caitlin. You’ll see her when Elena has done absolutely
everything in her power to save Priscilla. She was only able to take her on
that stipulation.”


“But you’re disappearing on a mission soon, aren’t you? How long
will you be gone?”


Landry was surprised it was Caitlin doing all the questioning,
but Lizbeth simply sat silently, as if it were taking every ounce of her energy
to stay in one piece. 


“Three weeks, but—”


“Three weeks? Fuck, no.” Caitlin got to her feet and stood
directly in front of Landry. “We want her back. We need her back. You can’t
keep her.”


Landry ignored the physical challenge. Caitlin was emotional and
could be forgiven for almost anything. Lizbeth grasped at Caitlin’s hand, but
she shook it off.


“Damn it, bring her home.”


Landry remained seated and looked up at Caitlin. “If I bring her
home now, she won’t be with you for long.”


Caitlin gestured wildly at Landry. “You don’t know that. You’re
not a doctor.”


Lizbeth rose and took Caitlin’s hands in hers. “Don’t take this
out on Landry. She’s doing her best to help us, and you know that.”


She kept her voice even, but Landry could hear her almost
breaking inside.


“I won’t bring her home to you until Elena has tried everything.
I told you that when I asked your permission to take her away for treatment,
and you both agreed.” Landry spoke quietly, but realized her words were vaguely
threatening, and Jade nudged her hard in the ribs. “Please. You’ve tried
everything else. Just give Elena the time to work.”


Caitlin dropped down to sit on the table and faced Landry. “You
understand what you’re asking us to do?”


“You’ve met Elena. You can trust her. If she’s done all she can
before I get back from my mission, she’ll arrange with Jade to bring Priscilla
back to you.” There was no way Landry would ask Jade to bring Priscilla to them
unless she was in perfect condition. Anything less and it would have to be her
mom who brought her home. “You asked me to help, and this was the only way I could.
With absolute secrecy and total control. I’m so sorry that it has to be this
way, and I might never be able to explain why, but if everything goes well, you
won’t care.” Please God,
let my mom cure Priscilla. I couldn’t face these two again if she dies under my
mom’s care…on my watch. 


Caitlin put her head in her hands, and Lizbeth tenderly stroked
the back of her shaved head. She didn’t look up when she said, “Promise me,
Landry, promise me you won’t let our little girl die.”


She heard the sharp intake of breath from Jade. Or was that me? All
these promises she was making lately weren’t hers to keep. She had no right to
make them when people expected her to deliver. All she would do was disappoint
them. 


“Don’t, Caitlin. Don’t ask for a promise like that. It’s not
fair,” Lizbeth whispered, her hand resting on Caitlin’s neck.


Caitlin was on her feet again and pushed Lizbeth away. “NOT FAIR?
What’s not fair is our baby lying God knows where, frozen nearly to death
because I can’t protect her.”


She grabbed a ball on the pool table and slammed it into a huddle
of other balls. They smashed and scattered loudly across the felt. Landry saw
the eight ball drop into a pocket and hoped it might bring luck. Caitlin made
her way quickly to the door and left without another word.


Jade stepped in and took Lizbeth in her arms. “We’ve got you,
Lizbeth.”


Landry stood and pulled them both in. “I can’t make the promise
you need me to, Lizbeth, but if anyone can cure Priscilla, it’s my mom.”


Lizbeth nodded but said nothing. It wasn’t long before her tears
soaked Landry’s shirt through to her skin. Jade glanced up at Landry and kissed
her cheek. Landry half-smiled and kissed her back. There was a promise in her
kiss that was much easier to make than the one Caitlin had asked for. 


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 


Good
timing. Landry jogged up the steps to her mom’s building at the same
time as her new mission colleague.


“Hi, Ms. Donovan, you probably don’t remember me. I’m Makenzie
Mason.”


The slight, blond operative Jenkin had chosen for the mission
offered her hand to Landry. She did
remember her from one of Simson’s classes. Her slender build was deceptive—she
was freakishly strong in a Wonder Woman kind of way that you couldn’t see but
Simson had definitely felt. Makenzie had caught her attention then, and Landry
had been keeping an eye on her training and progress since. She was about
Jackson’s age, and Landry could see her and Jackson working together much like
Landry and Delaney had. Jenkin’s choice indicated her tacit approval of Landry’s
plan to bring Jackson home with them.


Landry shook Makenzie’s hand and was again struck by her power.
She had a grip like a crocodile’s jaws around its prey. “I do remember you.
There are about five recruits a year who could get the better of Simson in combat
training. I particularly enjoyed your victory.” At the time, Landry had briefly
considered hooking up with her but quickly decided against it. She only had
time for one fuck buddy at Pulsus, and Delaney had been filling that gap. It
had been unusual for Landry to even think about it. She and Delaney made sense
because they worked so closely together, but it wouldn’t be right to just start
fucking everything that caught her eye. She had taken to exercising that
behavior on the mainland. Still, there had been something special about
Makenzie, something extra that made her stand out in a crowd, and there still
was. No doubt Jackson would see it too.


“You’re here for your physical?” She waited for Landry to go
through the door first before following her.


“Yeah. They want to make sure my body’s ready to endure another
jump.”


Makenzie laughed. “Your body’s the stuff of legends—I hear it can
endure just about anything.”


Landry smiled at Makenzie’s compliment and the easy way she
delivered it with no sexual undertones. “You can train your body to take almost
anything. It’s your mind you have to really take care of.” Makenzie had already
been involved in two missions, but so far hadn’t been anywhere near anything as
unsavory as Delaney had in her time. In
her time? There’ll be more if I can convince Jenkin it’s worth giving her
another chance. Landry was hanging on to impossibly thin threads,
but they were getting her through this.


“The doc is going to take care of that now, too. Although I
haven’t done anything I want to forget just yet.”


“Give it time, Makenzie. You’ve been lucky so far.” They rode in
the elevator to the third floor, and again Makenzie waited for Landry to exit.


“Can I ask you about Delaney?” 


She was less confident now, and her words were spoken a little
tentatively.


This was
inevitable. “What do you want to know?”


“Was she driven cr—to do what she did because of the things she’d
done on missions?”


Landry clenched her jaw at Makenzie’s near slip of the word
“crazy.” It was natural for people to want to know what had happened. Delaney
was the model operative, and together, they were the top team at Pulsus.
Makenzie probably didn’t want to make the same mistakes. And Landry really
wanted to believe that Delaney wasn’t
crazy. She halted their progress along the thankfully empty corridor. “The
simple answer to that question is yes. She had to do things on missions that
she couldn’t let go.” Especially
Ilsa.


 


* * *


 


Jade gripped the horizontal bar on her headboard and cried out.
Landry slipped her arm beneath Jade’s waist, lifted her slightly, and put her
leg beneath her to raise her body from the bed. Jade arched her back
deliciously and pressed her hips onto Landry’s hand.


“One more?” Landry asked, already knowing the answer. 


Jade opened her eyes and settled on Landry. She looked
wonderfully high.


“Always…one more,” she whispered, her eyes half-lidded in
pleasure.


Landry pushed deeper into Jade, feeling like every moment of
intimacy they shared this way pressed them closer together emotionally. She
gladly gave Jade what she asked for before pulling her into her arms to hold
her tight as her body slowly relaxed and ceased to tremble.


A few blissful minutes passed in absolute silence before Jade
spoke again.


“I want to say thank you, baby.”


“I should be thanking you. I do love your appetite for me.”
Landry ran her fingers through Jade’s hair and kissed her gently.


“Not for that, goofball, though you’re very welcome.” She pressed
two fingers against Landry’s clit and made a kissing sound. “I mean for taking
a chance and letting me in. For trusting me with your secrets. Please don’t
ever think I take it, or you, for granted.”


Landry smiled, glad that the weight of Priscilla’s current
condition and Landry’s inability to simply fix everything hadn’t caused Jade’s
love to wane. “That goes both ways. I know it’s hard for you to keep my
secret.” Especially with
Lizbeth. She and Jade were now the very best of friends, their bond
made even stronger through the present adversity. Landry wondered how hard it
must be not to share her knowledge with Lizbeth, but right now, she didn’t want
to mention her or her family. She wanted this last time before she went back to
Chicago to be all about the two of them.


“It’s the secret I’m thanking you for.” Jade pressed herself
closer still into Landry’s body. “I never really paid attention to the life I
was living, because I always thought it would just be there. I mean, I was
enjoying it and I was thankful for it and for my family, but I didn’t consider
the fragility of it. Everything feels so…transient now.”


Landry trailed her fingers across Jade’s naked hips and kissed
her shoulder. “And you’re thanking
me for that?”


Jade turned over to face her. “I am. And I’m beginning to
understand how hard your work is for you, on your mind and your memories.” She
stroked Landry’s cheek and smiled. “Memories are what make us truly human.
Without them, we can’t know who we are or what we’ve achieved, how far we’ve
come, and even how we exist day-to-day.”


“You’re getting very philosophical after sex. It seems to be the
place I learn the most about you.” Landry was teasing, but it was mostly true.
Their deepest and most honest conversations had happened after they’d made
love. Before Jade, there had been no conversation after sex, other than to make
an excuse to leave.


Jade swatted Landry’s chest and pouted. “I’m trying to have a
serious conversation here.”


Landry held Jade’s hand and pressed it to her chest. “I’m just
messing with you, baby. I love this about you, and I’m loving getting to know
you. All of you. But it’s hard for me to talk about this stuff because I never
have. Feelings. Emotions. Gooey shit. I’m a soldier, and I’m not good at it.”


“So you cover it up with humor and smart-ass comments.”


“You knew that about me early on. It’s hard work to be this much
of a cliché.” Landry’s heart swelled at Jade’s smile. She was beautiful anyway,
but when she smiled, her beauty rose to a whole other stratosphere. “I’ve
struggled with the competing memories, for sure, but it seems like now I’m not
resisting the ones I haven’t lived, they’re sliding into alignment with all of
my others.” Delaney popped into her head, and she tried to push thoughts of her
away. Landry wanted this time with Jade and no intrusion from work or anything
else. “If you want to know how I keep in touch with who I am, I’m not sure I
know the answer.”


“No.” Jade interlaced her fingers with Landry’s. “But I am kissing your ass for
managing to stay true to yourself even with your memories getting messed up all
the time. Especially with everything else that’s going on right now.”


“Baby, I don’t want to talk about any of that now.” Landry
pressed two fingers to Jade’s lips. “I just want to enjoy this. You. I want to
stare into your eyes and memorize every fleck and shade of green. It’s because
there’s so much going on that I need
this. Phones off, doors locked, just me and you time.”


Jade kissed Landry’s fingers and took them away from her mouth. “This
is the time when you get to talk about how those things are affecting you, Lan.
You can’t let them ball up or they’ll get so big, they’ll chase you in your
dreams.”


Landry nodded, knowing Jade was right. This was supposed to be
when she was most safe and could discuss her darkest dreads. “I guess, but for
me, talking about them makes them more real. I don’t want to consider the
possibility that I can’t handle what’s going on around me, that I can’t protect
the people I love.”


Jade shook her head and kissed her. Landry sighed deeply and let
herself be taken away from reality for a moment while she simply enjoyed the
taste of Jade. She was hoping the Chicago mission wouldn’t take too long, but
even being away for a few weeks without mission time on top of that, was going
to be hard. Being away from the woman you love wasn’t supposed to be easy,
she’d accepted that. And the absence did make her return all the sweeter.


Jade broke away and looked at Landry seriously. “You don’t always
have to be the big hero. You have to leave some of that for the rest of us, you
know? Come on, give it a go.”


Jade grinned wickedly and broke the sense of residual sadness
that was weighting every step.


Landry slowly nodded her head as she considered Jade’s words. Here goes…everything.
“You’re talking about knowing who I am. I thought I knew who I was, but with
everything that’s happened, I’m not sure that I did.” Landry swallowed the hard
ball of emotion in her throat that was threatening to bring tears if she let it
surface. “I thought I was doing okay, getting a little piece of ‘normal’ life
as a side dish to my work at Pulsus. I thought I was in control of…me. But
learning everything about my father and what he did, remembering my
relationship with Jenkin, and Delaney going off the rails, getting closer to
the girls…falling in love with you, it’s changed what I took for granted.” She
took a deep breath and bit her top lip, but it didn’t stop the words from
continuing to tumble out. “I’m thirty-five, but I feel like I’m only just
starting to know my real self.” Her voice trembled slightly on the last few
words, and she fell silent. She wasn’t ready to cry in front of Jade. She
wasn’t ready to cry period. Jesus,
what would Delaney think? Landry gave herself a mental smack in the
face. She’d probably be
ready to join me.


Jade took Landry’s face in her hands and tipped her chin to look
at her. “Just like you want all of me, baby, I need all of you. Especially your
soft underbelly. If you’re made of platinum, you make a girl feel all but
useless.”


Now I’m
confused. “You want me to be weak?”


Jade gripped more firmly. “This isn’t weakness. This is sharing
the human condition. I don’t need or want you to act strong for me. I want you
to feel safe enough to just be.
This, right here.” Jade released Landry’s chin, took her hand, and pressed it
to her chest. “This is home. This is safe. This is us.”


Landry looked away. The conversation had veered into
Seriousville, and Jade’s sincerity was wrapping like vines around her heart,
not constricting it, but building a protective barrier. Jade would keep her
safe.


“I love you, baby. You don’t need to hide from me. Ever.”


Landry settled back and smiled. I’ve
been less scared on a battlefield. “Okay. If you want to see me,
really see me,
I’ll try.”


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 


July 4, 2055—Chicago


 


Brooke watched the tail lights of Donovan’s SUV disappear in the
hazy evening light.


“Hey, Brooke Jackson.”


She turned on her heels at the familiar gruff voice and jumped
back. “What the? Where…I’ve just…you just dumped me here.”


Donovan grinned. “Change of plan.”


Brooke shook her heard furiously and pointed up the highway.
“You’re in a SUV heading that way.”


Donovan nodded. “And now, I’m here. What does that mean, genius?”


The penny dropped with the weight of a gold bar on her head, and
a slow grin soon turned into a laugh. “OH, WOW. It’s true. I knew it was true.
You’re from—”


“The future.”


Brooke focused on the voice that had come from behind Donovan.
She hadn’t even seen anyone beyond the imposing figure of Donovan. A blond
woman stepped out from behind her newly confirmed hero and into the obscure
light the passing headlights were throwing their way.


My future…Brooke
focused and held out her hand. “Brooke Jackson.”


The woman raised her eyebrow as she shook Brooke’s hand with the
grip of a world dead lift champion. A knowing smile played on her lips, making
Brooke feel like a horny teenage boy drooling after the prom queen.


“I know. I’m Makenzie Mason.”


“Nice. Alliterative. Are you a superhero in disguise?”


Makenzie tilted her head, obviously not understanding the
reference to Stan Lee characters.


“Does time travel make me a superhero?”


Her inflection was hard to pin down and almost had an English
flavor to it. Her mouth wrapped around every word perfectly. There were plenty
of other things Brooke would’ve liked Makenzie to wrap her mouth around. “I
guess it does.”


Donovan snapped her fingers an inch from Brooke’s face. “When
you’ve finished…” 


Busted.
“Okay. So you are
a time traveler and everything Delaney told us was actually true and not
something she made up while she was in one of her drunken stupors?” Brooke
didn’t try to hide her excitement.


“I’m not sure everything she told you was true, but anything she
might’ve said about time travel could be.” Donovan put her hand on Brooke’s
shoulder. “I’m happy to explain everything, but we need to get back to Chicago.
If you’re still looking for the ‘big adventure,’ you should tag along.” She
motioned to a vehicle a few hundred yards up the highway.


Happy to
explain everything? That’s a change from a moment ago…or however long she was
“gone.” Brooke glanced back toward where Donovan had been heading.
“You found the tracker?” 


Donovan looked puzzled and shook her head. “You put a tracker in
the SUV?” Donovan asked as she turned and walked away.


Brooke took the hint and jogged to her side. Donovan’s stride was
urgent and massive, and Brooke had trouble keeping up. She looked beyond
Donovan and saw that Makenzie seemed to be having no such trouble, though she
wasn’t much taller than Brooke.


“Yeah. I wanted to see if all of this was for real. You’re not
pissed at me?” Brooke really didn’t want Donovan’s irritation aimed her way,
but thus far, she was being a lot more amiable than she had been for the past
hour. Unless of course, this was a different version of Donovan. Does time travel change your
personality? 


“No. I’m far from pissed at you.” Donovan slipped into the
driver’s seat of a nightfall gray two-door Camaro coupe.


Makenzie opened the passenger door, flicked a switch on the seat,
and it moved forward for access to the backseat. She stepped back and offered
Brooke entry with a leisurely wave of her hand. When she’d seen it was a coupe,
Brooke had hoped Makenzie might get in the back to give her a glimpse of her
butt. Of course I’m in
the back. Brooke climbed in and took the time to do it slowly enough
that, if Makenzie was watching, she’d get a good eyeful of her ass as she got
in. Brooke twisted around to sit and saw Donovan staring at her with raised
eyebrows and a look that said she knew exactly what Brooke was up to. Brooke
couldn’t help but grin and busied herself pulling on her seat belt. Makenzie
eased her seat back, and Brooke tucked her knees in.


“Comfortable?” Donovan asked, but her tone suggested the question
wasn’t serious and Brooke’s answer was irrelevant.


She started the car, pulled out, and made a U-turn to head back
to the city.


“You’ve probably got a hundred and one questions for me, but
first I need to ask if you’ve got access to any firearms?” Donovan looked in
the rearview mirror, and Brooke nodded.


“I’ve got a temporary storage locker by the harbor. It’s not an
armory, just enough for an emergency.” Though
I hadn’t prepared for this
kind of emergency.


“I’m sure it’ll be fine. We didn’t want to waste any time if
you’d already got them.” She tapped at the console in the center of the dash.
“Give it the address.”


Brooke did as she was told and settled back into the
leather-trimmed bucket seat. “Are you headed back to the factory or the silo?”


“The factory. I’m hoping to get back there before Delaney does,
then we can position ourselves inside and wait. I want her to cut Miller and
Walker loose before we go in.”


“I’ve got a spot in the building opposite with voice
surveillance. I never got the time to install a video feed.”


Donovan caught her eye in the rearview again and smiled. “That’s
still better than I thought we had. If we don’t beat them back, that’ll be a
good place to decide when we make our move.”


Brooke straightened her shoulders. Every time Donovan gave her a
compliment, it felt like validation and a big pat on the back. She liked it. A
lot. She needed to impress Donovan to have any hope of going back…forward…with
her. “Delaney managed to rescue Muniz from his would-be killer? Is that who
we’re going back for?”


Donovan glanced back at Brooke. She obviously hadn’t missed the
“we” reference, and Brooke wished she hadn’t said it. She didn’t want to come
across too pushy. She wanted the gig, more than anything, if it was being
offered. The last thing she wanted was to blow it by being overly familiar too
quickly. Donovan had been far more engaging since her return than she had when
Brooke released her, and she didn’t want to lose that.


“I mean, is that who you’re
going back for?”


Another languid smile. “She did. And we are.”


Yes.
Donovan’s approval was ridiculously important to her. It wasn’t surprising
since it was Donovan who held her future in her hand, even if she didn’t know
it. Unless she does know
it. Brooke sighed. Her head was in danger of imploding with her
overthinking. “Did she kill Kelly, or whatever her name was?”


Donovan shook her head. “She lived and continued her murder spree
until she was caught in 2068.”


“Jesus.” Brooke didn’t know which was more surprising, that Kelly
got away with it for another thirteen years or that she’d just heard a piece of
information about the future and taken it in stride as if it were everyday
gossip. But she still had so many questions, she barely knew where to start.
“Can I ask what you’re going to do with Delaney and Simson?” Perry had been
slaughtered in cold blood by Simson, and she’d also been responsible for some
pretty dire actions toward Donovan. Is
she angry? Does she want revenge? She tried to watch Donovan’s face
to read her emotional response to the query, but her face was like stone,
giving nothing away.


“I’m taking them back.”


Her words were accompanied by an almost imperceptible jaw clench.
But you’re not happy
about it. “Delaney didn’t order Simson to murder Perry, you know?”


Donovan glanced over her shoulder and narrowed her eyes.
“Really?”


Delaney had been Donovan’s best friend. Brooke knew Delaney had
struggled with her decisions around Donovan. She should know it too. “Really.
Crazy psycho-girl pulled the trigger and Delaney went ape at her. She had no
intention of killing him.”


“She told you that?”


“Not in so many words, but it was clear from her reaction. She
wanted information about your time stick, or whatever you call it, but I don’t
think she was going to kill him. And she really didn’t want to hurt you.”


Donovan laughed. “You sure about that? I nearly lost
consciousness in the time circle because I lost so much blood.”


“She didn’t authorize Simson to slice you up.” Brooke noted how
Makenzie turned to look at Donovan. Her concern was evident. Is she your hero, too, or is there
something else? She hoped Makenzie didn’t have a crush on Donovan.
Not that she’d blame her. Concentrate.
“She did talk
to me about that. She said that you’d barely even warmed up when the three of
them were knocking you around. She said you didn’t break until you wanted to
break.”


Donovan smiled, but it soon gave way to a frown and there was
sadness in her eyes.


“That didn’t keep her from trying.”


Brooke paused. Donovan had known she would have a lot of
questions, and so far she was being patient. Should she just go all in and ask
anything, no matter how indelicate? “What was the real reason behind Delaney
betraying Pulsus?”


Donovan didn’t respond immediately. She saw Makenzie look at
Donovan again, and it was clear she didn’t know the answer to Brooke’s
question. Maybe Donovan didn’t either. She watched Donovan’s grip on the
steering wheel tighten and relax. “Love,” she said, as simply as if that could
explain anything. “It makes you do the craziest things. Haven’t you ever been
in love, Jackson?”


This time it was Makenzie turning to look at her, and her
scrutiny made Brooke adjust her position just to break eye contact. It was like
Makenzie’s gaze sought to penetrate her deepest thoughts, and Brooke was trying
hard to keep it professional right now. She couldn’t have Donovan thinking
Brooke was all hormones and couldn’t control herself. “Not really. My career
hasn’t afforded me the time I’d need to properly invest in a relationship.” But I’d find the time to invest in
you…Jeez, control yourself.


“I call bullshit. That sounded like a sentence straight out of a
manual.” 


Donovan’s tone was teasing, but she’d got it right. Brooke wasn’t
avoiding love; it was avoiding her.


“Maybe she just hasn’t met the right person.”


Makenzie’s response was directed at Donovan, but Brooke couldn’t
have felt more aware of her gaze if it were laser etching her face. She wasn’t
certain if Makenzie was poking fun or flirting, but at least she’d joined in
the conversation. At least there was some interest on her part. “Who was she in
love with?”


Makenzie settled back into her seat, but not before Brooke
noticed another loaded glance at Donovan. Delaney being in love with Donovan
would make some sense, but it didn’t explain everything. Brooke was sure she’d
mentioned someone else.


“Ilsa Blumstein. Someone she met on our last mission. They lived
together for two years while she was deep cover.”


Donovan paused and looked back at Brooke with what looked like
regret.


“She went too deep.”


“That’s an understatement,” Makenzie added.


Donovan focused on the road ahead again and didn’t respond. She
was obviously still harboring deep feelings for Delaney. Brooke hoped that when
it came down to it, Delaney would admit defeat and go home willingly. 


“What will happen to them when you take them back? Will Simson
stand trial for murder? Is Pulsus actually the government, so Delaney’s
committing treason right now?” Brooke felt like the new kid at school. She knew
nothing and wanted to know everything in no time at all.


“Unfortunately, we don’t have any kind of jurisdiction to make
her answer for what she’s done. We’ll do a mind wipe and relocate her in a city
far away from Pulsus. That’s the best we can do.”


At that moment, Brooke realized Donovan had come back for her.
There was no reason for them to have picked her up on the roadside unless they
wanted her involved…or unless she did something that messed everything up with
Delaney, and Donovan needed to prevent that from happening. Brooke brought her
hands to her face and rubbed her forehead hard. Her dad’s voice came into her
head. “If you want the
answers, ask the questions.” There were so many questions, and
Brooke had no idea how much time she had to ask them.


Brooke tapped Donovan on the shoulder, and she glanced at Brooke
through the mirror. “Did I do something wrong…or something right? You’ve
brought someone back with you to complete your mission, but you also came back
to where you knew I’d be. Why?”


“You said you wanted a new challenge and to make a bigger
difference. I’m offering you the chance for the big adventure you’re craving.”


“You’re giving me the chance to help you save Muniz from whatever
Delaney has planned for him.” But
is that all? “Is it a test?”


The car’s navigation system indicated they were one turn shy of
their destination.


“Do you want to take us to your lockup from here?” Donovan asked.


“Sure.” Brooke chose to allow the nonresponse to her question for
now. It wasn’t as if Brooke would withhold her assistance if that was all
Donovan needed. She wanted into the cool gang, so maybe she’d have to be
patient. Or maybe she’d just pass this test by becoming absolutely
indispensable.


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 


“What
was the real reason behind Delaney betraying Pulsus?” Jackson’s
question had been framed in such a way that it made Landry realize that none of
Delaney’s actions were against her. It was
the organization Delaney had chosen as her enemy, not Landry. And she’d done it
all for the love of Ilsa. So she’d gotten a little carried away with her plans
for Pulsus, and she’d let Simson rough Landry up a little, but Jackson
confirmed her suspicion that Delaney wouldn’t really have let Simson off the
leash completely. Delaney was still in there, and Landry felt certain she could
get through to her. She just needed to muzzle Simson first.


“This is me.”


Jackson stopped outside a locker that was indistinguishable from
the others. Landry was impressed she had something like this set up while under
deep cover. Most FBI agents simply relied on their handlers to provide anything
they needed on the job. Her respect ramped up a notch when Jackson pulled open
the door to reveal a particularly well organized armory fixed to one of its
walls.


“Were you a Girl Scout or are you a control freak?”


“No judgment either way,” Makenzie added, the corner of her mouth
turned up in a mischievous grin.


Landry noted the way Jackson bit her lip in what looked like an
effort to stop a flirtatious response from coming out. She thought Jackson and
Makenzie might work well together, but it seemed that Jackson had a thing for
her. Landry couldn’t blame her but hoped it wouldn’t impair her ability to
concentrate on the job. There was no way Landry could risk taking Jackson to
Pulsus if she was easily distracted by a pretty woman. She’d already pushed her
line of credit with the board’s patience as it was. Taking a liability back
with her at this point would probably result in the end of her career.


Jackson shrugged and pulled a SIG from its Sharpie-outlined place
on the wall board. “You got me. I was
a Girl Scout, and I prefer the term ‘well prepared’ rather than ‘control
freak.’”


Landry laughed. She really liked the kid, and her instincts had
never steered her wrong so far. “The P662. Interesting choice. Hasn’t the FBI
been in its Smith & Wesson phase for the past decade or so?”


Jackson shrugged her shoulder holster on and slipped her gun into
it. “It’s the gun my dad taught me to shoot with.”


Landry had discovered Jackson’s father had also died in the line
of duty, just as Jackson had in the past she’d left her in. The past she’d come
back to change. She wondered if Jackson hero-worshipped her father just as
Landry had with Frank. She hoped he deserved it, unlike her own father. Landry
allowed herself some temporary melancholy about him while she and Makenzie
watched silently as Jackson pulled a backpack from the wall, paused to select
some ammunition, and piled around ten boxes of it into the bag. She filled and
clipped a double magazine pouch onto her belt, took the only knife that was on
the wall and pushed it into her pocket. Jackson didn’t strike Landry as the
knife type—way too intimate—but then they did serve other less sadistic
purposes, like cutting down captives from their bondage. Which was more or less
how they’d ended up here. Landry needed to speak with Jackson away from
Makenzie. She didn’t want her to take any of the inevitable heat that would
arise from bringing Jackson back with them. As per the well-worn cliché, the
less Makenzie knew about her plans, the better.


“You followed in your dad’s footsteps,” Landry said when she was
tired of the quiet way Jackson was preparing for battle.


Jackson was kneeling on the floor in the far corner of the
locker, but she spun around to face Landry. “I die fighting the bad guys?”


Shit.
Landry didn’t miss a beat. “I meant you followed him into law enforcement. What
made you choose that over teaching?”


“Oh.”


Jackson stood and opened the wallet she’d retrieved from the
safe. She pulled out a small photo, but she was too far away for Landry to see
who was in it. She’d put it back and slipped the wallet into her back pocket
before Landry could get a closer look.


“My older sister, Emily, followed my mom into that field. They
were always closer. I was always the tomboy, out in the garden and garage with
my dad while she was in the kitchen cooking and baking with my mom. Terrible
stereotypes, I know, but you are what you are, huh?”


Landry could feel the familial love shimmering from Jackson. It
was obvious she still missed them all. She thought of her own path into the
military after her father, thankful she hadn’t turned into the same ambitious
prick as he had. Does
that make me more like Mom? “Sure.” She held off on any further
questioning. She didn’t want to raise Makenzie’s suspicions.


“Help yourself.” Jackson gestured to the wall and stepped back.


“Thanks.” Makenzie took her time edging along the narrow space
between Jackson and the work bench in front of the armory wall.


Landry rubbed at her upper lip to cover up her smile at
Makenzie’s blatant flirtation.


“So did I?”


“Did you what?” She
hasn’t let it go.


“Did I die in the line of duty like my father?”


Landry sighed and pulled a sturdy Glock from the wall. How much should I tell you now?
“You know what all the time travel movies say; it’s not a good idea to know too
much about your own future.” 


Jackson tutted. “Seriously? That’s what you’re telling me?”


Makenzie turned and fixed Jackson with a serious expression. “Why
would you want
to know? If you know when and how you die, it might keep you from living the
way you were supposed to.” She leaned against the bench and jutted her hips
toward Jackson. “What if the knowledge of how you die stopped you from being an
FBI agent and you didn’t save all the lives you were supposed to save?”


Landry put her hand on Jackson’s shoulder. “Help us complete our
mission, and if you’re a hundred percent certain you still want to know before
I leave, I’ll tell you.”


Makenzie raised her eyebrows but said nothing, and Jackson looked
like she was processing the offer.


“Okay, let’s go rescue your scientist,” she said as she grabbed a
tan, rough-looking leather jacket from the wall and exited the locker.


“It’s nearly eighty degrees.” Landry stepped outside and Jackson
locked up.


“It’s my lucky jacket. I don’t want to leave it behind.”


Landry turned to head back to the car and smiled. Good thing you picked it up now
then, cause after this, we’re headed straight to 2076, kid.


 


* * *


 


Landry parked a few blocks from the factory and they jogged the
remaining distance. As they drew closer, they could see Frankie’s cast-off van
already parked outside.


“Fuck.”


“Don’t worry. We can find out what’s happening. Follow me.”
Jackson doubled back and disappeared around the corner of the building.


Makenzie shot Landry an amused look. “Are you cutting her some
slack because she has no idea who she’s ordering around?”


Landry smiled. “Something like that. She’s trying to impress us.
Be nice.”


“Her ass has already impressed me.”


Landry laughed and shook her head. “She’s none too subtle, for
sure.” Landry grabbed Makenzie’s upper arm and propelled her forward after
Jackson. “Come on, we’ll talk about her ass when we’re celebrating the end of
this mission at Rik’s Place.”


“I’ll hold you to that.”


A sudden foreboding gripped Landry’s throat, and she swallowed
hard to push it away. She caught hold of Makenzie again. “Make sure you’re
around to do exactly that. Simson’s dangerous, you already know that, but she’s
operating without rules now. There’s nothing she won’t do. Remember that when
we face off.”


Landry could see Makenzie registered the warning and made no
attempt to soldier it up and be blasé about the situation they were headed
into.


“I hear you, Chief. I’ll be careful.”


Landry pushed Makenzie forward again and followed her into the
darkness. They caught up with Jackson and stopped on the first floor. There
were some serious bolts and locks on a sturdy metal door. Jackson made quick
work of them all and slid the door across the barn door style bracket. Landry
again found herself impressed with Jackson’s work and her surveillance setup.


“Is this all FBI authorized or is this your own idea?”


Jackson smiled and looked like a naughty kid caught stealing hot
cookies from the kitchen.


“Here’s the thing. If I tell you it’s my stuff, will you think I
can’t follow orders? Or if I tell you my handler set it up to watch what we’ve
been up to, will you be disappointed in the lack of ingenuity you’d just
credited me with?”


Makenzie laughed and shook her head. “Do you always overthink
everything?”


“I do. But usually I keep it to myself so people don’t think I’m
crazy.”


Landry inspected the equipment and flicked on the audio. It was
rudimentary compared to a mere two decades later, but this kind of technology
always seemed to become outdated and move faster than most. “I’m a fan of
self-direction, so which is it?” 


From her grin, it was obvious that she was pleased with herself
and her ability to impress Landry.


“It’s my gear. Looking at every angle was something my dad taught
me.”


A fleeting sadness crossed Jackson’s eyes, and again, Landry
could see how much he’d meant to her and how much she missed him. She dismissed
her own momentary melancholy about Frank, no longer worthy of being called Dad,
and nodded. “Impressive.” She picked up a pair of binoculars to look across at
Delaney’s building and saw movement on the lower level. She focused to see
Walker and Miller sauntering down the street.


Jackson peered over Landry’s shoulder. “You’re letting them walk
away?”


She was close enough that Landry could smell peppermint Tic Tacs,
though she hadn’t seen Jackson popping them. She smiled even though Jackson’s
proximity was too close to be comfortable. “What would you do?” Landry’s gut
was telling her Jackson was extractor material, but a few questions here and
there about her temperament would prove helpful.


“Let them go?”


“Are you asking me or telling me?” No clues. Work it out.


“Let them go.”


Jackson said it with enough conviction that Landry accepted it
would have been her choice rather than saying what she thought Landry might
want to hear. “Why? They beat you. They sliced up your body and enjoyed every
minute of it.” Landry turned and Jackson took a step back, looking a little
disturbed. “They’re going back out on the streets of your city, and they’re
going to get paid to do more of that by your friend, Frankie Calvin. You’re
going to let them get away with that and walk away?” Landry crossed her arms
over her chest and waited for Jackson to respond.


Jackson cleared her throat and Landry saw her eyes harden.


“They’re not the mission.” Jackson straightened her shoulders and
stood a little taller. “They’re irrelevant and not worth the risk. I’m not in
this for revenge, Donovan.”


Landry smiled and turned back to Delaney’s factory. “Good
answer.” During the exchange, Landry registered the conversation between
Delaney and Muniz, and heard her tell him that Jenkin had been successful in
inventing time travel. He came to the window, but even through the grime, his
glee was apparent. That
must feel like Christmas for the little geek. She strained to hear
Delaney explaining the fundamentals of the time continuum and Simson struggling
to grasp the potential futility of their plan.


“If we haven’t got to where we need to, then nothing we do will
matter. We could die in a decade in a ball of fire car crash, but Donovan might
show up with four more operatives in five seconds and change our future.”


“Delaney?” Makenzie whispered and Landry answered with a nod.


“What year? What year are you from?”


“Muniz,” Landry said before Makenzie asked.


Delaney shut the conversation down quickly and more or less sent
Muniz to bed like a child. The three of them listened intently as Delaney
described her plan to grab Jenkin and her mom.


“Who’s Elena?” Jackson asked.


Landry moved away from the machine, nodded to Makenzie to
continue listening, and guided Jackson to two plastic seats at the far end of
the room. She’d heard enough to confirm her belief that she and Simson had gone
to DC and that Jackson must have listened to the conversation in real time and
decided to follow them. She looked around the room for any time shimmers, or
signs of déjà vu that happened when the same person was in exactly the same place
but in a different time field. Despite her many missions, Landry had seen less
than a handful, but they’d been beautiful, rainbow-colored flickers that danced
in front of her eyes. Must’ve
missed it.


Landry sat and motioned for Jackson to do the same. “Elena is my
mom. She invented regenerative technology, which combats the aging process from
missions. Pulsus is run by her and Jenkin.”


Jackson looked like her head might explode.


“Wow. That’s…”


Landry saw Makenzie struggling to hear the muted discussion. She
turned the volume up and the conversation filtered back over to Landry and
Jackson.


“What about Sledge?” Simson asked.


“I’m unreasonably pissed off about that.”


Jackson’s attention turned to the machine at the mention of her
cover name.


Simson spoke again. “Donovan is
a smooth son of a bitch. You think she talked her way out of those ropes?
There’s no way she released herself.”


“I’ve got an unpleasant hunch Sledge was DEA or FBI. I think we
got played.”


You got out
just in time. Landry snapped her fingers at Jackson’s ears. “Focus,
Jackson.”


She blew out a long breath and looked back to Landry. “Damn.
Maybe I got out just in time.”


“Lucky for me and you.” Landry didn’t mind acknowledging
Jackson’s intervention, particularly since she’d been suspicious of her motives
at the time and consequently had been less than gracious about the rescue. “You
saved my life. I didn’t really thank you properly.” Jackson raised her eyebrows
and looked incredulous. “Okay, I didn’t thank you at all.”


Jackson grinned. “I didn’t blame you for being wary of me. It
could just as easily have been one of Delaney’s plans to get you to give up
your time stick thing without letting Simson hurt you…more.”


Jackson’s words once again reminded her that Delaney hadn’t let
her rabid dog loose. She’d been playing for time, clearly hoping that something
other than Simson’s action would force Landry to give her the PRU. It was
another sliver of hope that Delaney could still be redeemed.


“How come you know so much about how Delaney was thinking?”


“Army training in behavioral sciences. I was already pretty good
at reading people and that made me better at it. When I went with Delaney to
scope out where Kelly was holding Muniz, I put it to her that she was
struggling with what she was having to do to get what she wanted.” Jackson
shrugged like it was nothing. “She didn’t deny it. Changed the subject, but
didn’t tell me I couldn’t be more wrong.”


“That
was the conversation that blew your cover. Up to that point, you’d played your
role as a cocksure gunslinger for hire without a care in the world. You showed
too much depth.”


Jackson dropped her head back and groaned. “You’re right, of
course. That was a novice move.” 


Landry leaned forward. She could feel Jackson was going to be a
quick study. “What did you do?”


Jackson smacked her forehead with the heel of her palm. “I
underestimated her.”


Landry nodded, smiling at the way Jackson admonished herself.
Being super critical of her own performance was essential extractor behavior.
“Exactly, kid. You were insightful enough to see Delaney’s vision was clouded
and you made the right decision to try to exploit that. But you equated it with
a loss of sharpness and you were too eager—” 


“I didn’t think it through. I lost sight of my cover and let the
mask slip.”


“Was this your first gig undercover?” Landry was relieved when
she nodded. Jackson had good instincts, but they needed to be refined. It
seemed she was receptive to the process though, and the insistent hum Landry
felt through the whole of her being while they were talking told her she wanted
Jackson to be good enough to come home with her, perhaps even more than Jackson
wanted it herself. As
long as Jackson does
want to come with us.


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 


Brooke liked the way Donovan took her aside. It reminded her
of all the times she’d sit beside her dad, breathing in his every word as if
they were her oxygen. It bummed her out that she’d made what could have been a
fatal mistake with Delaney and hoped it hadn’t ruined any chance she might have
of going to the future with them. Donovan was unbelievably calm and measured.
Brooke would bet a month’s pay that Donovan’s pulse never went above sixty.


“Jesus.”


Makenzie’s exclamation piqued Donovan’s interest in Delaney’s
conversation, and they went back to the surveillance station. 


“What?”


“Sounds like Delaney broke Simson’s face on the table.” Makenzie
laughed.


“Wouldn’t hurt for her to get some of her own medicine.” Brooke
didn’t really know Simson, but she knew she wore her sadism like a badge of
intent. “Was she like that at Pulsus?”


Landry nodded and slapped Makenzie on the back. “Yeah, but some
of the recruits gave back more than she could give, eh, Mason?”


Really?



“You look surprised, poker face,” Makenzie said, clearly
unimpressed with whatever expression Brooke had made.


“Uh, me…no. Why would you think that?”


“Because your jaw just hit the floor,” Donovan replied in
Makenzie’s stead. She lifted Makenzie’s arm and squeezed her bicep. “She’s
stronger than she looks, but if you don’t believe me, why don’t you challenge
her to an arm wrestle?”


Before Brooke could answer with a witty retort she hadn’t yet
thought of, Donovan held her finger to her lips and tuned back in to Delaney’s
conversation.


“I want you to make him a jacket with the C4 you’ve got left,”
Delaney said.


“What kind of detonator? Remote, I hope.”


“Remote and a body trigger. No matter what happens, Jenkin isn’t
getting her hands on Muniz.”


Makenzie and Donovan shared another secret glance at each other.
They were getting to be infuriating. “What? Why is that important?”


Donovan shook her head. “Sh.”


“Fuck, Delaney. We’re going all in?”


“We are. Unless we succeed in securing Jenkin and Elena, our
future is fucked, and Donovan will come back to retrieve us anyway.”


“And we’re back to the problem that everything we do from now
might be a fat-ass waste of time.”


“And it could just as easily be our ticket to taking control of
Pulsus. If it pays off, Donovan won’t be coming back because she’ll be under
our control…or maybe we won’t even recruit her in the first place.”


“I like the sound of that,” Simson replied.


The room went quiet, and neither Donovan nor Makenzie spoke for
what felt like an age. Brooke didn’t fully understand the mechanics of the
future and time travel, but surely they knew what Delaney had done in their
past.


“We have to go in tonight. As soon as they go dark.”


Donovan spoke with an urgency Brooke wasn’t expecting. “Because
of the suicide vest?”


Donovan and Makenzie nodded in unison. “We can’t risk waiting in
case they suit Muniz up for the journey. They need him docile and compliant.
Ten pounds of C4 connected to a remote detonator will do that to anyone.”


Donovan grabbed the legal pad on the table and began to sketch
the layout of the building. It was remarkably accurate and to scale given that
Donovan had been dragged into the place half-conscious and had left in such a
hurry. 


“Jackson, mark on here where Delaney and Simson usually hunker
down for the night.”


Brooke took the pen, did as she was told, and pushed the paper
back to Donovan.


She studied the drawing for a moment. “It’s likely that Delaney
will have Muniz close by, but not close enough so that he might overhear any
conversation between her and Simson.”


“And not between them and the main exit. Is there another exit,
Jackson?”


Brooke tried not to focus on the way Makenzie made her name
sound. She was used to being called by her last name, and it seemed natural for
Donovan to do that, but for some reason, she thought Makenzie would use her
first name. Stupid.
She was obviously just as much of a soldier as Donovan was. Regardless, Brooke
liked the way Makenzie said it.


Brooke picked up the pen again and added the emergency exit
stairs Donovan had missed. “There’s a locked door on the west of the building
which accesses these stairs. It’s secured by a combination padlock that I could
easily crack.” And no
doubt so could you two. She needed to dial down her eagerness. 


“Okay. Mason and I will use the main entrance. Jackson, you come
through the west side, seek out Muniz, and get the hell out of there, no matter
what’s happening.”


“You’re kidding, right? What if you need my help?” Brooke
regretted the words as soon as her brain had formed them, let alone before her
voice box gave them audibility and her stupid mouth had released them. Like Donovan can’t handle Simson.
Donovan raised her eyebrows, and Brooke saw her jaw clench, maybe indicating
her irritation. “Sorry. You didn’t hear that. I’ll do whatever you need.”


Makenzie looked at her with obvious amusement, like Brooke was an
adolescent bird trying to pull a stubborn worm from the ground. Brooke tried to
look suitably chided to save Donovan from the trouble.


“Muniz is the most important part of this mission, Jackson. I
can’t risk him being caught in anything or used as a hostage. Do you understand?”


Brooke nodded, thankful Donovan seemed to be allowing her some
slack. “When I’ve got him to safety, do you want me to come back?”


“No. Bring him back to the truck and wait for us to join you.”


Brooke wanted to believe this would be easy and that Donovan and
Makenzie would have no trouble taking down Delaney and Simson. But what if
there were complications? What use was Muniz without Donovan to take him to
safety? “Are you taking Muniz somewhere safe to continue his research?” Brooke
didn’t miss another look that she couldn’t interpret between Donovan and
Makenzie. “If it’s ‘need-to-know-classified,’ I understand. It’s just…if
anything goes wrong, what do I do with him?”


Donovan pulled out a folded piece of paper from her jeans pocket
and handed it to Brooke. “Take my truck and haul ass to DC to the address on
there. Tell them everything I’ve told you, including the original failed
mission. There’s a couple of things on there that only I could know about.”


Brooke began to open it, but Donovan reached out and stopped her.


“No need. It’s only for an emergency.”


“Sure.” Brooke unzipped a pocket in her leather jacket and locked
it away while Donovan watched.


She turned her attention back to the sketch. “Mason, you take
Simson down, and I’ll take Delaney. We all take guns but avoid using them
unless absolutely necessary. We don’t want the police answering a ‘shots fired
in the vicinity’ call complicating things.”


“Seriously?”


It took a moment before Brooke realized Makenzie’s question was
directed at her. She was standing with her hands on her hips, looking pretty
pissed off and staring directly at Brooke.


Damn,
you’re sexy when you’re mad. “What have I done now?”


“How about the look of incredulity that you just had plastered
all over your face when the chief said I was taking down Simson?”


That’s a
big chip on your shoulder was what Brooke wanted to say, but instead
she went with, “I’m pretty sure that’s not what my face did. I get it. You’re
tough as nails, and some people are stupid enough not to take your word for it.
But if Donovan says it’s true, I’m not questioning it.” She held up her hands
in mock surrender. “I’m sorry for my face.” She gave her best cheeky,
you-can’t-be-mad-at-this-face grin and felt her body relax when Makenzie broke
into a smile. Donovan offered a quick nod as if to say “Well handled.”


Donovan resumed the planning. “We’ll bring them out, get back to
the PRU, and head home.” She sighed, but it seemed heavy and labored. “Easy.”


“You’re taking him to the future? Are you allowed to do that?”
Once again, she wanted to retract her words and crush them before they reached
Donovan’s ears. Allowed?
Am I back at college?


Donovan ran her hand through her hair and rolled her neck. The
way too loud crack made Brooke queasy.


“Yeah. We’re allowed.”



There was amusement in her voice, and Makenzie winked at her. She
may as well have said, Aw,
bless your heart in a Southern accent. She let it go and let the
cogs whir instead. If they were taking Muniz back, there was no reason why they
wouldn’t be able to take Brooke back too. As
long as I prove myself.


“I need to pee,” she said and walked away. Makenzie obviously
thought she was dumb as a box of rocks, but something about the way Donovan was
interacting with her made her think she still had a chance of convincing them
to take her back. 


She pulled down her jeans and sat on the toilet. She patted the
pocket where she’d stored Donovan’s secret piece of paper and bit the inside of
her lip. She said it was
for an emergency. Brooke slowly opened her pocket and retrieved it.
She flipped the folded piece of paper over and over between her fingers,
wondering what Donovan had written on it that was just for her mom. This could be part of the test.
She put it back in her pocket. I
don’t even know if any of this is a test. Out it came again, and
this time she used both hands to smooth the hard creases. She realized she
wasn’t peeing, possibly because she was thinking of disobeying an order. It wasn’t really an order.
She slipped the tempting letter away and concentrated on emptying her bladder
instead.


Damn it.
She tugged it out again and it caught on the teeth of her zipper, tearing it
slightly. She carefully opened it and scanned past the address. Donovan’s
writing was a readable black scrawl:


I know
about Dad and what he did in the Fall War. I know what he did to you. I’m sorry
I keep running away. I promise I stop running in 2076. And keep up the hard
work with Jenkin—she’s about to invent time travel, and you’re going to invent
regenerative technology. I love you.


Brooke leaned back against the cistern and sighed. Crap. She felt like
she’d just read an extract from Donovan’s personal diary. Three solid knocks on
the stall door nearly rattled it from its hinges and prompted a more
substantial toilet entry from Brooke. She swallowed what must have been her
heart from the shock and answered, “What?”


“Do you have any supplies hidden away in this place? We’re
starving and thirsty.”


Makenzie. Brooke
quickly hid the paper away, cleaned herself up, and opened the door. “You
couldn’t have waited until I got back?”


Makenzie leaned nonchalantly against the metal sinks, locked
Brooke into her gaze, and shook her head. “Nope. If I want something, I want it
right now.”


Brooke bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from saying…anything. Makenzie
might look like a sweet, blond all-American cheerleader type, but she had an
edge sharp enough to draw blood. Brooke’s attraction to Makenzie was
undeniable, but she could control it…for now. 


“I’ve got some basic snacks, sodas, and water. If you want
anything else, maybe Donovan will let you order in.” Brooke gestured for
Makenzie to leave the restroom first. It was small, and she would have had to
squeeze past her. A
question of etiquette—the ass or the crotch. Makenzie seemed to wait
her out for a moment and then maybe thought better of it. My turn to check you out.
Brooke followed her and was so busy appreciating her butt that she didn’t
realize Makenzie was looking over her shoulder.


“Enjoying the view?”


Smooth. Say
something smooth. Makenzie smiled brightly and managed to take away
Brooke’s ability to speak at all.


Donovan came around the corner into the corridor. “Where’s your
stash, Jackson? I could do with some energy. We’ve got maybe two hours before
we go in.” 


Or say
nothing at all. “This way.” She led them both to a small kitchen.
The steel fridge looked out of place against the dingy tiles and peeling paint.
She’d thought that before and had also thought about giving the place a coat of
paint. Her final thought had been that was stupid to have had that train of
thought in the first place. Donovan pulled it open and quickly selected a
protein bar and water. Makenzie did the same but as she bent over to reach the
water, Brooke looked at the ceiling. When she finally looked down, Donovan and
Makenzie were unashamedly eyeballing her. “What?”


“Nothing. Not a goddamn thing,” Donovan replied and they both
left her in the kitchen feeling like an outsider.


Suck it up.
There was no entitlement here. She had to earn their respect, and maybe then
she’d earn that coveted place in the future, learning how to be the best, from
the best.


Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

 


The wood creaked beneath her weight and Landry silently
cursed. She lifted her foot slowly from the offending floorboard and paused to
listen in case the noise stirred anyone. She’d sat with Jackson and Mason
munching protein bars and chips for an hour while Delaney and Simson made their
way through a bottle or two of liquor. When they finally headed to their bunks
for the night, Landry expected it wouldn’t take long for them to pass out, but
insisted they wait an hour before breaching the factory. 


Landry advanced with Mason a few steps behind her. She heard a
loud crack before feeling the dead weight of Mason fall on her. She lost her
footing and stumbled to the ground.


“Nice to see you, Donovan,” Simson leaned over and smashed her
fist into Landry’s face. 


Her head bounced off the concrete, dazing her. Simson grabbed
hold of the collar of her jacket, pulled her up to her feet, and threw her
against the wall. Her Glock came loose from her belt and fell to the ground.
Simson kicked it away then swung a right hook which Landry ducked easily. She
delivered her own right jab to Simson’s ribs and a left uppercut to her jaw.
Simson rocked back, and Landry followed up with a fast combination of jabs and
crosses.


“No one to back you up tonight, Simson. I don’t like your
chances.”


Simson fell against the wall heavily and grunted. “You little
shit. Is that all you’ve got?”


Landry blocked Simson’s elbow, caught hold of Simson’s neck with
both hands and yanked her head down as she propelled her right knee up. The
sound of Simson’s nose cracking echoed along the corridor.


“Nope. I’ve got plenty more just for you.” Landry grabbed
Simson’s left ear to hold her in place and smashed the heel of her right palm
into the side of Simson’s head repeatedly. She released her, flicked a back
fist across Simson’s jaw, and her head snapped back and smashed through the
glazed partition. Landry took hold of Simson’s shirt and threw her to the
ground. She straddled Simson’s waist, fixed her right arm around her throat,
and squeezed. Simson clawed and thudded at Landry’s arm, but as she was
deprived of oxygen, the fight slowly began to leave her body. The last time I was in this
position, I killed someone. “You’re not worth the guilt.” Landry
pulled her grip a little tighter, and Simson slipped into unconsciousness.
Landry let her drop to the floor. She rolled to the side and pushed Simson’s
limp, heavy body away from her.


“Landry.”


She looked up to see Delaney a few feet away in the corridor in a
tank, jeans, and bare feet. Even in the dim light and shadows, she could see
Delaney was unarmed. Landry stood and walked toward her.


“What now, buddy?” Landry asked, slightly uncertain. There was a
chance Delaney could have a gun shoved in the waistband of her jeans, and at
this distance, Landry would be helpless. As she drew closer though, there was
something familiar and comforting in Delaney’s eyes. Landry reached out and put
her hand on Delaney’s shoulder. “Wanna come home?”


“She’s not going anywhere with you, Donovan. You don’t deserve
her now, and you never have.”


Landry spun around to see Simson leveling the Glock at her. “It’s
not about that. It’s never been about that.” Landry thought she could see
motion behind Simson, but Mason was still knocked out cold on the ground. She
assessed the possibility of being able to dive through the open door to her
left, but it was slightly forward and a little too far. She was fast but wouldn’t
be fast enough to dodge the bullet. I
should’ve picked up a knife. I’m good with a knife. It could’ve been
halfway toward Simson’s hand before she even pulled the trigger. She would have
got one shot off, but the blade buried in her hand would prevent the second
shot. “We’re friends in a way you could only wish to be—no matter how fucked up
things get.” Landry decided her only play was to use her words to prompt
Delaney into action. She could call off her dog.


On cue, Delaney said, “Sims, it’s over. I’m tired, and I’m done.
Put the gun down and we can go home.”


“No, not on her terms.” Simson shook her head and straightened
her gun arm. “Not when we’ve come this far. We’ve got Donovan again. All we
have to do is stick to the plan. She’s trying to get back in your head. Don’t
let her.”


In impossibly slow motion, she saw Simson’s finger begin to
squeeze the trigger. Fuck.
As the striker hit the casing and ignited the primer, Landry was knocked off
balance by a force from beside her. The sharp explosion as the bullet left the
barrel reverberated in Landry’s head as she tumbled to the floor, off balance
and out of control. She registered the crack of the shockwave and realized
Simson had missed. How?
Landry hit the floor and looked up to see Jackson with her hands on Simson’s
wrists. You were supposed
to stay in the truck. Landry scrambled on all fours to get closer to
them. Simson shoved Jackson hard against the wall, but she didn’t release her
grip. Landry managed to grab hold of Simson’s ankle and jerked it from beneath
her. She stumbled to one knee, and as Jackson went with her, Landry could see
them both gripping the gun, fighting for control of the trigger.


Landry grasped at Simson’s shirt, trying to get purchase to pull
her backward to the floor, and the three of them sprawled into a twisted bundle
of bodies. Another explosion was deadened somewhat by the cushioning of flesh
around the gun, but its vibration ripped through Landry. Warm liquid seeped
around her thigh and a familiar excruciating burning began to register. Not again. Landry
forced herself to ignore the pain. She couldn’t have this mission fail a second
time.


“Donovan?”


Landry heard Jackson’s voice, but it seemed muted, distressed.
The weight on her reduced slightly, and Jackson knelt by her side. The
remaining mass keeping her in place was motionless.


“Simson?” Landry looked to Jackson, and she slowly shook her
head. Jackson raised her hand. She was holding the Glock Landry had lost in the
fray, and she was covered in blood. 


Mason stirred and got to her knees. “Sorry, Chief,” she said,
holding the back of her head. “I never even heard her coming.” Blood trickled
from a head wound down her neck and onto her shirt.


“Delaney?” Landry looked back to Jackson, and she shrugged.


“She took the bullet meant for you. She saw me coming up behind
Simson and said nothing. I should’ve been faster.”


Delaney.
Landry pushed at Simson’s body, and Mason and Jackson hauled her off. Even in
death, her eyes bored at Landry in something akin to hatred. Her jealousy of Delaney’s
feelings for Landry seemed so overly dramatic. She’d never really understood
the depth of Simson’s loathing for her, and now she never would. 


“Fuck. You’re shot.”


Landry waved Mason away as she reached to tend to her wound.
“It’s not fatal.” If her femoral artery had been compromised by the bullet,
Landry knew she’d already be half way dead. She’d felt better, sure, but death
wasn’t calling on her today. Her concern was Delaney. She crawled across the
dirty, concrete floor to the felled body of her best friend. “Don’t you dare be
dead,” she whispered. She leaned over Delaney’s chest and watched for the slow
heave of breathing.


“She always was a terrible shot.” Delaney’s voice was hoarse and
weak, but she was alive.


Landry laughed and softly punched Delaney in the side. “What’re
you doing, taking my bullet?”


Delaney reached into her pocket and pulled out Landry’s pocket
watch. She pressed it into Landry’s hand. “Here’s something else I took of
yours…I’m sorry, Landry. For all of it.” She coughed and blood bubbled from her
mouth.


Landry wrapped one hand around the watch and her other hand
grasped Delaney’s. She finally saw Delaney’s chest wound, close enough to her
heart to be a problem. There was no way she’d be able to make the jump and hold
on to her time string.


“Any chance you can forgive me before I leave?” 


Landry gripped Delaney’s hand tighter. “You’re not going
anywhere, Dee. Stay with me.”


Delaney swallowed, and her whole body convulsed with the effort.
She managed a smile. “It’s okay, Landry. Let me go.”


Landry shook her head, and the brutal sting of tears spiked her
eyes, more painful than the gunshot wound in her leg. “No. I won’t.” I can’t. 


“Please, Landry. I need to hear you say it.”


Landry strained to smile. “I forgive you. Love makes us do crazy
shit.” She felt a presence behind her.


“Can I take a look? You know I’ve got some training.” Mason
asked.


Delaney’s eyes closed. Landry released her hand and gripped
Delaney’s shoulders. “Don’t you fucking dare give up.” She shook her but there was
no response. Mason knelt on the other side of Delaney, and she felt Jackson’s
hands on her.


“Donovan? Move away. Let Makenzie see what she can do.”


Landry’s grief caught in her throat. Tears blurred her vision,
and her body rocked with the sobs she struggled to keep inside. “Please…” She
closed her eyes and fought back the tightening claws around her heart, resisted
the banshee scream she wanted to let rip from her mouth. “Please…don’t let her
die.”


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 


Brooke helped Donovan to her feet. She’d heard the break in
Donovan’s voice, but by the time they faced each other, any physical trace of
her heartbreak had disappeared. The subtle display of emotion humanized her
somewhat, but it didn’t make her any less of a hero. If anything, it was nice
to know she was capable of such a strong attachment and susceptible to
compassion. The bond between Donovan and Delaney clearly ran deep. For Donovan
to forgive Delaney everything she’d done evidenced the strength in their
relationship. For Delaney to sacrifice herself to save Donovan…


As Brooke had returned from securing Muniz in the trunk of
Donovan’s truck, she’d stopped cold when she slowly rounded the corner and
faced Delaney. She could’ve alerted Simson. She could’ve pulled her own gun and
trained it on Brooke. But instead, Delaney had ghosted her eyes and blanked
her, allowing her to get the jump on Simson. Not early enough to prevent
Delaney from being shot as she pushed Donovan out of the path of Simson’s
bullet, but at least she was able to stop her from discharging another.


“Where’s Muniz?” Donovan asked as she collapsed onto a set of
stacked pallets, her hand pressed firmly on her bleeding thigh.


“He’s secure in the truck. Let me fix your leg and then I’ll get
him.” Brooke pulled out her buck knife to slice open Donovan’s jeans and get to
the bullet wound.


Donovan put up her hand to stop her. “No. I don’t know what you
mean by ‘secure,’ but I suspect he’s not particularly comfortable. Go get him
so I can explain what the hell’s been going on. He must be going out of his
mind.”


“But—”


Donovan shook her head. “No buts. I’ll keep the pressure on this,
and you can do your Florence Nightingale thing when you get back.” 


Donovan’s smile was genuine and somehow comforting, but her eyes
were darker than usual. It was clear her mind was with Delaney. Brooke looked
down at her hand and realized she was shaking. She shoved her hand back in her
pocket. Simson was her first kill. Am
I in shock? Getting away from Donovan for a moment might be a good
thing. It would give her time to gather herself. Now definitely wasn’t the time
to expose her lack of experience and weakness. “Okay. Now don’t move.” She
smiled and Donovan laughed easily despite the racking pain she must have been
in. 


Brooke jogged to the truck, again marveling at Donovan’s strength
and composure. She hadn’t crushed this hard since grade school, except this
obsession wasn’t sexual. Donovan hadn’t even made a sound when Brooke shot…Crap. I shot her. Both
she and Simson had their finger on the trigger. Maybe she could argue that
Simson shot herself and therefore Donovan. Would Donovan bring it up? Would it
work against her? Now that the mission was all but complete, it had to be the
time to talk to Donovan about going with her.


She popped the trunk, pulled Muniz out, and slowly removed the
duct tape across his mouth. “I’m really sorry about that,” she said as he put
his hand to his lips and rubbed them as if sore. She lifted the false floor and
removed a first aid pack. There were supplies in the factory, but she suspected
Mason would need most of it. What was in this pack would suffice for Donovan’s
injury.


Muniz looked at her through narrowed eyes. He offered up his
zip-tied wrists for release, but Brooke shook her head. “Please tell me what’s
happening. If you’re going to kill me, why don’t you just go ahead and do it
already?”


Pretty
feisty for a geek boy. Brooke pressed the key fob to close the trunk
and arm the truck. She took his arm and guided him back toward the factory.
“Donovan will explain everything, I promise.”


He snorted a dismissive laugh. “You’ll forgive me if I find that
hard to believe.”


Muniz half-heartedly stopped walking, but Brooke pulled him along
easily and they didn’t speak until they were back in the room with Donovan.


“What? You’re the one who tried to kidnap me in the first place.
You said you were with the FBI. They say you were with Pulsus. Which is it?”


Brooke guided Muniz to a chair and gently but firmly pressed him
into it. “I’m going to release you, but please don’t try to escape. Just hear
her out.” She sliced through the plastic binds with her buck knife and turned
back to Donovan. “Now can I help you?”


Donovan smiled and nodded. “Sure, just don’t fuss too much. I’ll
get it sorted when we jump back.”


We?
Brooke wondered who “we” included, but now wasn’t the time to ask. But soon.
“This shouldn’t be too deep. Tearing through Simson’s muscle probably slowed it
down plenty before it got to you.”


“You shouldn’t beat yourself up about shooting me.”


Brooke glanced up, but Donovan’s expression gave nothing away
until her lips curled into an amused grin. “You
shouldn’t worry too much about thanking me for saving your life…again.”


“I won’t. It gives you something to dine out on for a while.
Saving a time traveler could be quite the conversation piece for you with
friends.”


Brooke’s hope faded with her smile. Donovan’s words implied she
was being left behind with a hell of a story to tell.


“If you wouldn’t mind telling me what the hell is going on?”


Muniz’s frustration was warranted. Brooke moved to the side
slightly so Donovan could maintain eye contact with him while she worked on her
leg.


“Delaney told you about Pulsus, and that Jenkin and Elena had
successfully invented time travel and regeneration technology, yes?” Donovan
waited until he nodded to confirm. “She rescued you from Diane Kelly who was
going to murder you, and they were taking you to DC tomorrow…”


Donovan flipped open the pocket watch Brooke had seen Delaney
give her to check the time, and she wondered what significance it held to them
both. 


“They were taking you to DC this morning, supposedly to reunite
you all so you could continue with your research. Sound familiar so far?”


“Yes, yes, nothing new.”


His lack of patience was clear, but Brooke didn’t like the way he
was talking to Donovan. She felt oddly protective. “Are you okay?” Brooke had
made small incisions at each side of Donovan’s thigh where the bullet nestled,
but Donovan hadn’t flinched. She was about to dig in with long tweezers.


Donovan raised her eyebrow, and there was a cockiness in her
smile that told Brooke this gunshot wound was what a mosquito bite would’ve
been to her. “I’m fine. Keep going, but pay attention. You should hear this
too. They did take you to DC, but it was their intention to kidnap Jenkin and
Elena and force you all to continue working, but working for them.”


Brooke dug around a little before she managed to secure a decent
grip on the lead core snuggled in Donovan’s skin. She plucked it out and showed
it to her as if it were a prize. Donovan barely registered it, so Brooke placed
it on the table beside her and set about dressing the open wound.


“Jackson here,” Donovan motioned to Brooke, “followed them
because she knew what they were actually planning. She’s got surveillance over
in that building.” Donovan nodded to the utility vest on the table beside
Muniz. “See that?”


Muniz looked over at it. “Yes.”


His voice was less steady now. Brooke guessed he could see from
the wires that it had been modified for a less than pleasant purpose.


“It’s packed with C4, and that’s a remote detonator beside it.
Jackson intercepted them in a parking structure before they got to Jenkin and
Elena.”


Brooke stopped wrapping the bandage around Donovan’s muscled
thigh and waited for the punch line. I
get to know what I’m not going to have the chance to do. “What
happened?”


Donovan put her hand on Brooke’s forearm. It seemed an unusual
gesture in the situation, but she still appreciated it. 


“We’re not sure of the exact details, and we can’t ever know what
happened because we’ve already changed the future by collecting you and coming
here tonight. That vest,” Donovan pointed again to the C4-laden utility vest
laid ominously on the table, “exploded and killed everyone in the van.”


Brooke’s heart thudded against her rib cage as the enormity of
Donovan’s words registered. “I did
die in the line of duty—”


“Just like your dad.”


Brooke felt her legs waver, and she quickly sat beside Donovan
before they gave way. “I’ll never know if I was an idiot or a hero.”


Donovan ruffled Brooke’s hair. “Sometimes the distinction between
the two is simply a matter of perspective. You stopped their plan, and you made
it possible for me to come back and finish this mission. That’s all I need to know,
Brooke.”


Brooke glanced up at Donovan when she used her first name. It was
a gentle familiarity and felt like a seal of approval or acceptance of some
sort. Whatever it was, Brooke cherished the moment.


“What have you come back to do with me?” Muniz asked.


Brooke shot him a look for breaking her connection with Donovan.


“I’m here to offer you the chance to go forward to 2076 and work
with Jenkin and Elena in a time with better technology. And somewhere you can
be safe, rather than living in hotels and scurrying around the country like a
hunted animal.”


Muniz laughed. “I can tell you, I’ve felt exactly like a hunted
animal today.”


He rose from his chair, and it seemed a hum of excitement had
replaced his earlier irritation and frustration.


“It’s been a long day,” Donovan muttered.


Brooke had no idea how long this day had been for Donovan. Long
enough in this time for her to be captured, beaten, and tortured, but then
she’d gone forward to 2076 for who knew how long, and now she was back again.
Not in quite as bad shape as the last time, but still. Add that to Delaney
throwing herself in front of a bullet meant for Donovan, and who the hell could
know how Donovan was feeling.


She finished dressing Donovan’s leg and backed up, busying
herself with clearing up the mess.


“Are you coming or taking your chances in this time?”


They were the words Brooke wanted to hear Donovan say to her, but
she knew they were for Muniz. He was the genius scientist they’d all come here
to save in the first place.


“Need you ask? The lure of Elena has always been a factor in my
work.”


Brooke didn’t miss the look of “stay away from my mom” on her
face, but Muniz was oblivious. As intelligent as he was, he apparently hadn’t
figured out the connection.


Donovan rose from her seat and tried to put some weight on her
injured leg. She hobbled a little and began to head for the door. “I need to
see Delaney.”


Brooke reached out and caught hold of Donovan’s arm. “Then can we
talk?” 


Donovan nodded. “Yeah. We need to talk.”


Damn.
Now that it was out there, Brooke wasn’t certain she wanted to hear what
Donovan might have to say. The voice of her dad filled her head. Let the chips fall, kiddo.


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 


Landry didn’t know why Mason had insisted on working on
Delaney alone, but she trusted her and hadn’t had the strength to insist Jackson
should help. As Landry made her way along the corridor to the room where
Jackson and Mason had carried Delaney, she slowed her pace. Pull it together. She
had to be ready for whatever was around the corner. Landry had been tasked with
bringing everyone back, but she knew Pulsus was most concerned that she return
with Muniz. There’d be few tears shed for Simson, but going back without
Delaney wouldn’t go down well with the other extractors and operatives. Fuck them. How am I gonna deal
with it?


Delaney lay on a gurney motionless, but there was a saline drip
connected to her arm, and Mason stood by her. Landry felt the cold grip of fear
loosen slightly.


“She’s stable. They had a pretty good setup here.” She looked at
Landry and shrugged. “I guess they planned to make sure they could keep you
alive while Simson worked on you.”


“No doubt.” Delaney’s words and non-action tonight were evidence
she had no real commitment to letting Landry be Simson’s play thing. “Is she
conscious?”


“She’s drifting in and out. I’m going to get some water. Give me
a shout if anything changes.”


Mason moved to leave, but Landry held out her arm to stop her.
“Thank you for saving her.”


“One of the reasons Jenkin gave me this gig was because of my
medical training. It wasn’t just because my dad is on the board.” She smiled
and patted Landry on the shoulder. “I know what she means to you. Monumental
fuckup aside, she’s your family.”


Landry laughed. “That’s one way of putting it.”


“What way would you
put it?”


Landry had never been so pleased to hear Delaney’s quiet, croaky
voice. Mason smiled and left. Landry made her way to the gurney, and if it
hadn’t been for Mason’s assurance that Delaney was stable, her pallid face
would have worried her.


“I look as bad as I feel, then?”


Landry’s expression must have given her thoughts away, and she
grinned. “You look pretty fucked up, buddy.”


“Feel free to go find me some blood. Mason says I lost a fair
amount, but you, Sledge, and her aren’t my blood type. No surprise given how my
luck’s been going for a while.”


“Maybe that’s a suggestion for the board—only send extractors and
operatives with the same blood type in case shit like this happens.”


“I imagine they’re going to make sure nothing like this can ever
happen again.”


Delaney’s tone was hopeful but probing. It was clear she wanted
to know what lay ahead of her when she returned.


Landry hesitated, unsure how much to tell her. She deserves to know.
“You want to know what happens when we get home?”


Delaney pressed her lips together and wrinkled her nose. “That’d
be great. I know there’s not going to be a welcoming party, but it’d be nice to
know exactly what to expect.”


“Remember your contract?” Landry waited until Delaney nodded.
“Mom’s perfected the mind wipe tech, and she’s got it down with unerring
accuracy.”


Delaney looked resigned to her fate and managed to shrug. “Guess
I’ve got that coming. Jade’s not had any side effects?”


“She never used it on Jade. And Jenkin knows she didn’t, too.
There’s lots of changes planned. They’re seriously thinking of going public
with the regenerative tech, at least to help people with severe injuries at
first.”


Delaney smiled. “That was all bullshit? And what about you two
love birds breaking up? That was bullshit, too?”


“Sorry, buddy.”


“When will they rewind my mind to?”


“I think to before you were recruited to Pulsus. They’ll set you
up with a little money and locate you near your home town.” Landry didn’t miss
the sadness that blanketed Delaney’s eyes. “You don’t want to lose Ilsa?”


Delaney exhaled a short breath and closed her eyes. “I’ve already
lost her.”


Landry placed her hand over Delaney’s. She felt cold. Landry
didn’t respond for a moment while she scanned the machines to check her vitals
to make sure everything was okay. “I don’t know what to say, Dee. I don’t know
what I’d want—to not have a memory of any of it, or to at least be able to
remember what I’d experienced with her. I can’t imagine losing my memories of
Jade.” It seemed unfair to mention Jade. Landry got to return to her, to share
her bed and her life with. There were no guarantees on how long that might be
for, but something was better than nothing, wasn’t it?


“Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all?”


Landry lightly punched Delaney on her bicep. “You must be feeling
rough to be quoting Shakespeare.”


“Is that who said it? I remember it from a cheesy chick flick a
couple of years ago.”


Landry affected an English accent. “The bard’s words are
eternal.”


Delaney swiped at Landry, but she was too slow. “Now you sound
like an over-educated asshole instead of a super jock time traveler.”


“Seriously, though. Would you rather remember what you had with
her and not have it, or not have knowledge of any of it?”


“It’s not just Ilsa I’ll be losing.”


Landry had been avoiding the reality that she’d no longer have
Delaney in her life when they returned to 2076. But at least I’ll have my memories of you.
“That got real serious real quick.”


“I’ll miss that.”


“What?”


“You covering up real feelings with splashes of humor.”


Landry tipped her head to the side. “You want to know my
feelings?”


Delaney smiled. “Yeah, I do. This being in love shit really rips
you wide apart with a can opener, doesn’t it?”


“Where’ve your big tough soldier pants gone?”


“Same place as yours.”


They laughed, but Delaney’s request remained, waiting for an
answer.


“What do you want me to say, Dee? I’ll miss you? I’m sorry I
failed you? I wish none of this had ever happened and you could come back to
Pulsus for us to continue running missions together?”


“I want to hear the truth, not what you think I might want to
hear. You owe me that. And besides, whatever you tell me is going to be wiped
away when we get home anyway, so what’s the big deal?”


Landry put her head in her hands and rubbed her forehead firmly.
She dragged her fingers over her face before clasping her hands together in
front of her mouth, the subconscious need for a physical barrier to prevent
herself from being honest about her emotions apparent in the gesture.


“Okay…I feel like I failed you. There were warning signs and I
thought we could handle it without involving anyone else. I underestimated the
depth of your feelings for Ilsa, and it wasn’t until I let Jade see me that I began to
understand what you were going through.” 


Landry took a deep breath, unable to look directly at Delaney
while she was talking this openly. “I felt betrayed and let myself get angry at
you when I was actually feeling angry at myself. It was the sweetest thing
tonight when I saw you standing there, the Delaney I know and love as if you
were my own flesh and blood, and I just knew you’d come back from the edge.
Part of me doesn’t want to go back to Pulsus because of what they’re going to
do to you, and what that means for our friendship.” Landry felt the biting
barbs of tears over her eyes, a feeling that was becoming way too familiar.
“I…” She paused, trying to control the break in her voice. “I can’t imagine my
life without you. You’ve been the steadiest presence in my life, over a
particularly volatile time, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do when you
leave.” Landry covered her face with her hands once more and swallowed the rise
of inevitability now that she’d acknowledged the past and the future.


Delaney reached out and wrapped her hand around Landry’s wrist.
“Fuck, that hurt to let out, didn’t it?”


“Like you wouldn’t believe.”


“I don’t know. Let’s see how I feel now that it’s my turn.”


Landry took her hands down and gripped Delaney’s tight. “Go for
it.”


“I’m sorry I took our friendship into the L-word territory. You
never led me on or gave me any indication that our sex was anything more than
us letting off steam and reconnecting with our humanity after a mission. I’m
sorry for not fully sharing what was going on in my head.” She batted her own
head with her open palm. “If I had, maybe none of this would have happened. I
wanted to be better, I wanted Pulsus to be better, and I didn’t deal with any
of that well. I wish I’d told you about Ilsa when we were in Germany, and I
wished I hadn’t chosen Simson over you. I’m not sorry I fell in love with Ilsa
or you. But I am sorry for all of my actions because I fell in love. I accept
the mind wipe, and once it’s done, none of this will matter for me, but I’m
sorry you’ll remember all of it. I just hope that you remember that our friendship
has always been my savior, and I’m sorry for fucking it all up. I hope you can
forgive me.”


“Fuck, Dee.”


“There’s a bottle of Presidential next door. Want a drink?”


“After that? Hell, yes.”


Landry released her grasp and hobbled to the room Delaney had indicated.
She grabbed the bottle and returned. Twisting the cap off, she sat back down
and blew out a long breath before taking a long swig of the burning liquid.
It’d been a hell of a long time since she’d drunk something this hard, and she
coughed as it soared down her throat and coated her stomach with fire. She
rubbed the bottleneck and passed it to Delaney.


“A little help?” Delaney indicated her helplessness with a wave
of her hand at her prostrate body.


Landry laughed. “Jesus, you only took one bullet. Don’t milk it.”
She slipped her arm behind Delaney’s back and helped her upright. Delaney
swallowed three or four gulps before she gave up the bottle and nodded for
Landry to lay her back down.


“What’s the deal with Sledge, or whatever her name is?”


Landry was thankful for the subject change. Releasing that much
emotion and honesty had left her raw. “She’s FBI. Special Agent Brooke
Jackson.”


“I knew it. I figured she was FBI or DEA when we got back to your
empty ropes.”


Landry nodded. “It was the drive to Muniz that blew it for her,
wasn’t it?”


“Oh yeah. She was way too put together for the cover she was
hocking. Shame though, she’d played it perfectly up to that point. She reminded
me of how you must’ve been at that age, except with less attitude.”


“Screw you. I was never that wet behind the ears.” In truth, she
had been. And it wasn’t an insult that Jackson reminded Delaney of her. If she
were honest with herself, she’d already seen that, too. 


“Whatever. I need to thank her.”


“What for?”


A look of guilt flashed across Delaney’s face. “Releasing you
before we got back with Muniz. I don’t know what I would’ve let Simson and the
others do to you.”


Landry smiled. “You wouldn’t have let them do anything. You let
them have a little fun, but you knew I could handle it. Christ, what they did
to me was like foreplay compared to some of the shit we’ve been through
together.”


Delaney laughed, then pressed her hand over her chest bandages
and grimaced. “Don’t make me laugh. It fucking hurts when I laugh.” She settled
down and gave Landry a serious look. “What happens to her now?”


“That kind of depends on what she wants.”


Delaney looked incredulous. “You’ve been authorized to offer her
a place at Pulsus?”


“Not exactly.”


Delaney raised her eyebrow and shook her head. “Didn’t you get
into enough trouble with the last civilian you took to the island?”


Landry chuckled. “That was different. That was for love.” Landry
straightened her shoulders and tried to affect a pompous and self-righteous
look. “This would be for the good of Pulsus.”


“How so? What’s so special about her?”


“You said it. She’s like me. I think she’s got potential. She
showed a lot of courage when she cut me down, and even more when she followed
you and Simson to DC.”


“How did…” She stopped herself, obviously working out the answer
before she asked the question. “What happened in DC?”


“She blew you all to kingdom come with that fancy little C4
utility vest Simson made.”


Delaney looked impressed. “She sacrificed herself for a greater
good she barely knew about. The little stud’s got some mettle. I see why you
want to take her home. Does Mason know?”


“No. Jenkin knows I’m going to bring her home if she really wants
to come, once she’s actually given the choice.”


“Jenkin knows? What the hell has happened to that place while
I’ve been gone?”


Landry tapped her on the shoulder. “Your actions prompted a lot
of rethinking. And it kind of dislodged a wall I’d built in my mind. Turns out
Jenkin was quite the mentor to me in my formative years.”


“No shit. Really?”


She nodded. “I kid you not.” And once the wall had come down,
she’d easily slipped back into what were old patterns with her.


Mason knocked at the doorframe as she came in. “She needs some
water and some rest, Chief, especially if you want to get out of here and home.”


“Sure.” Landry stood, put her hand on Delaney’s shoulder, and
squeezed. “Stop fucking around and get better soon, okay?” She didn’t wait for
Delaney’s response. It was time to focus on Jackson.


Landry stopped by the window and observed Jackson for a moment as
she and Muniz talked. She was impressed by the way Jackson had stayed focused
on the mission when she must have a hundred questions about the time travel.
She’d also handled herself well with Simson, even though she’d disobeyed a
direct order to stay outside with Muniz. Landry had to acknowledge that without
Jackson’s intervention, there might have been a much darker ending to the
altercation.


Jackson looked up and waved, then pulled her hand down and
offered a nod instead. She was clearly trying to contain her enthusiasm and
wasn’t sure how to act around Landry. It was time to clear that up. Landry
motioned for her to come out.


“Is Delaney…”


Landry found the human inability to deal with the inevitability
of death interesting. Few people could just say the words out loud, and fewer
still knew the right words to say in the aftermath of death. “She’s alive, but
she has to be stronger to go through the time circle. It’s a punishing process,
and you have to hold tight to your cosmic string, or you’re gone.” Jackson
nodded her understanding. “About that…”


She leaned against the wall and sighed. “You’re not taking me
with you.”


Landry couldn’t help but smile. “Are you telling me or asking
me?”


“I thought I might save you the trouble. I understand. Why would you
take me? I haven’t done anything special.”


Landry shook her head. “Do you want to come with us?”


Jackson’s eyes lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “Are you
serious? Of course I want to.”


Landry held up her hand to encourage caution. “Have you truly
considered what going with me means for you, for your life?”


“Sure I have.”


“You say that, but you’ve only known that it was a real
possibility for less than twenty-four hours. This is a life-changing decision,
Jackson. What about everything you’d leave behind?”


She gave a short laugh and shook her head. “Everything?”


Mason popped her head around the corner. “I’ve sedated Delaney.
We won’t be able to move for a few hours. Do you want me to go get some food?”


“Yeah, that’d be great.” Landry pulled out a roll of twenties and
tossed it to her. “There’s a pizza place on the corner where we came in,
remember?”


She nodded and as she walked past them, she shoved Jackson’s
shoulder, knocking her off balance slightly. “You’re not a veggie, are you,
Jackson?”


Jackson tried to grab her hand to push her back, but Mason was
too quick and had stepped away. “No, I like to gnaw on meat like any good
American.”


Landry sighed heavily at Jackson’s response, though she was glad
she didn’t go with a more obvious, and offensive, reference. The look of lust
that flicked over Mason’s face was conspicuous. I give it two weeks before you’re fucking each other.
“Go.” Mason smiled and turned to walk away. Jackson stared at her ass as she
milked her exit with a seductive sway of her hips. “Follow me, Jackson.” 


Landry led the way along the corridor and went into a smaller
room with a couple of tables that would serve as seats. She motioned for
Jackson to take one and then sat opposite her. “You were saying about what you
were leaving behind.”


“That’s just it, Donovan. I’ve got nothing to leave behind.” She
raised her hands then settled back down and gripped the edge of the table. “My
family is gone. I’ve blown my career, but in comparison to what you’re doing at
Pulsus, it wasn’t much to throw away. And I have no one at home keeping the bed
warm.”


And you
wouldn’t mind Mason filling that last position. “This wouldn’t be a
trial and error deal. If you come back with me, it’s for the long haul. You do
realize that, don’t you?” Landry knew she might be wrong about that. With all
the mind wiping going down, if Jackson didn’t make the grade, they might well
send her back and rewind her memory to before any of this happened.


“I do. And I’m ready, honestly. I’m not sure what I’ve done to
convince you to take me back, but I promise I won’t let you down. I’ll do
whatever you need me to do. I want this. I want it so bad I can taste it.”


There was an earnest and genuine quality to Jackson that Landry
really liked. She had natural talent, but Landry could also see that she had a
competitive edge that would see her training longer and harder with every
intention of becoming the best.


“We’ll be leaving before sunrise. Is there anything you need to
do before you leave?”


Jackson pulled at the edges of her leather jacket and tapped on
the wallet she’d put in her pocket earlier. “I’ve got my lucky jacket, and I
picked up everything else I needed from my storage unit. I’m good to go. Is
there anything I need to bring, like my ID?”


“No. You’ll get all new paperwork at Pulsus.” It was a slightly
nefarious department Pulsus had just in case they had to create a new identity,
and predictably, the technology was top-notch. As far as Landry was aware, it
had yet to be used. Time
to put those resources to use. “You pulled something from your
wallet when we were at your lockup. What was that?”


Jackson took out her wallet and withdrew the same small photo as
she had earlier. She offered it to Landry. It was a well-worn shot of what
Landry assumed was her family.


“That’s my mom, dad, and sister. They all died in a car crash on
their way to see me graduate at Quantico.”


“Fuck.” Landry’s research hadn’t borne out that detail.


“Yeah. It took the shine off the whole FBI thing. It was
something that felt like fate, and every time I look at my badge, I think about
that day.” Jackson took her photo back and gently returned it to her wallet
before pushing it back in her jeans. “Maybe that’s why I’m so intent on doing
this. It gets me away from that bad association.” She smiled. “And I figure my
dad would be really impressed with the work I’ll get to do.”


Landry furrowed her brow. “You can’t be doing this for someone
else, Jackson.”


She put out her hand. “No, no, I’m not. Believe me.”


“You need to keep this to yourself until we jump, though.” Landry
still didn’t want to involve Mason until the last possible minute. It wasn’t
like she was going to sabotage it, but it was less complicated this way.


Jackson looked puzzled but shrugged. “Whatever you need…Chief.”
She smiled widely when she used the title Mason had employed. “That is what I
call you now, isn’t it?”


It didn’t have to be, but Landry had to admit she liked it.
“Yeah, it is.” Content that little problem was dealt with for the moment,
Landry asked, “Is there anything you want to ask before you go?” Jackson’s lack
of connection to her current life had surprised Landry, but she expected her to
have a host of questions about her new life.


Jackson grinned. “About a thousand. How much time have you got?”


“Until Mason gets back with pizza. No one gets between me and
food.” Except Jade, and I
can’t wait to get home to devour her.


Chapter
Twenty-four

 

 

 


After everyone’s appetite had been sated with copious
amounts of pizza, Donovan had taken off to retrieve the time stick, or PRU as
she called it. She took Muniz with her, and Brooke figured he was too important
for Donovan to leave him just in case anything else happened. As soon as they
left, Brooke began to worry about the possibility of Frankie and her gang
coming back once Miller and Walker reported on what had gone down. She voiced
her concern to Makenzie, who suggested they relocate into the recovery room
with Delaney. While she settled down, Makenzie disappeared to set some
perimeter monitors.


“You think you’ve got what it takes to be one of us?”


Delaney’s question startled Brooke. No one was supposed to know. Unless this is a final test.
“What do you mean?”


“You’ve got designs on joining Pulsus, haven’t you? You think
you’re good enough?”


“I guess we’ll never know.” Play
it safe. “How are you feeling?”


Delaney laughed and held her chest. “I’ve been better. But my
head’s a lot clearer…thanks for rescuing Landry.”


Brooke smiled, relieved Delaney had dropped that line of
questioning. “I don’t think she’d like it termed that way.”


“Exactly right. It didn’t take you long to get to know her. Must
be that behavioral science army training, huh?”


Brooke ran her hand through her hair, feeling strangely guilty.
“I feel like I want to apologize about that, but then again…”


Delaney shook her head. “No apology necessary. If it hadn’t been
for you being who you are, I don’t know what I’d be doing now…”


Delaney looked wistful, and Brooke wondered exactly how much
guilt she’d be carrying around—at least until they wiped her mind. She’d asked
Donovan about that and had been assured it was safe and necessary given the
things they had to do on some missions. Delaney’s actions were testament to the
effect their work had on them. Brooke hoped she’d be strong enough for…all of
it.


“I’m sorry about Simson.” Brooke didn’t care for the woman, but
she’d had no designs to kill her. It was clear Delaney and Simson didn’t have
the same friendship Delaney shared with Landry, but Brooke was sure she’d be
sorry she was dead.


“That was you? I was a little out of it when the second shot went
off.”


Brooke nodded. “Kind of. We both had our fingers on the trigger.”


“It was a little reckless, with Landry underneath you both. You
could’ve ended up killing yourself or her.”


Brooke hadn’t thought of it that way. She’d tried not to think of
it at all. Donovan had talked about the psych team whose job it was to look
after the extractors and operatives. She said it’d be the first place they
dropped in on once they jumped. Brooke hadn’t said a word about how killing
Simson had affected her, but Donovan seemed to simply know. She wondered if
Donovan knew instinctively that Brooke had never killed anyone before. Probably. 


“It all happened pretty fast.” I’m
not even sure it was a conscious decision to pull the trigger. 


“You have to make those kinds of split-second decisions all the
time, Jackson. Better get used to it.”


Brooke heard Makenzie’s footsteps coming toward them and hoped
Delaney would say no more about her going with them.


“We’re all clear. There’s probably no need for any of it, but
it’s good to take the precautions.”


Brooke was again struck by Makenzie’s accent. “Do you mind if I
ask you where you’re from? I’m usually good with accents, but I can’t pin yours
down. Or is it a thing you’ve cultivated for the missions?”


Makenzie laughed and took a seat before answering. “Which
question would you like me to answer first?”


Brooke felt the soft prickle of heat creep up from the base of
her spine to her hairline. “Umm, sorry. Do you mind—”


“Relax. I’m originally from England, but I’ve been native to the
States since I was fifteen. So my accent is natural. Naturally hybrid.”


And
naturally sexy. “What brought you to America?”


“Pulsus. The woman in charge headhunted my father and made him an
offer he couldn’t refuse.”


Brooke didn’t know why, but her first thoughts ran to Makenzie’s
mom. “And your mom was okay with relocating you?” She regretted the words as
soon as she witnessed Makenzie’s reaction to them. Her jaw clenched and she
looked away, but not before Brooke had seen the veil of pain cloak over them.


“That’s all very Disney.” 


Delaney’s interjection was unwelcome. Brooke didn’t get it, and
from the look on Makenzie’s face, neither did she. “What?”


“One parent dead. Now she’s a hero. It’s Disney’s playbook.”


Makenzie laughed, and Brooke could see that whatever memory she’d
accidentally stabbed at, Makenzie had pushed it away as swiftly as Brooke had
said it.


“I wouldn’t have pegged you as a Disney fan.”


Delaney shrugged. “Appearances can be deceptive. I’ve seen all
two hundred and ninety of them. Every single release since 1937 and little Snow
White.”


Brooke narrowed her eyes and tried to figure out if Delaney was
being serious or not. She was too hard to read, and her poker face was
laudable. “You’re messing with us.” Delaney didn’t respond. Brooke turned her
attention back to Makenzie. “Did you leave a lot behind in the UK?” There were
some parallels with their stories, and Brooke wondered if Makenzie regretted
being dragged to a new country or whether she was simply prepared for the challenge.


“I left everything behind…but most of it was bad memories anyway.
I’d always loved America. I’d grown up with their movies. I was gutted when
Elodie Fontaine died in the early sixties. I adored her movies, and she really
blazed a trail for lesbians in Hollywood. She almost made me want to be an
actress. Instead I got pulled into a family business of sorts.”


“Jesus, why don’t you just go in the other room and fuck
already?”


“Delaney!” Mason looked affronted but also like she’d been caught
out.


Delaney tried to push up on her elbows. “There are other people
in the room who wouldn’t mind being part of the conversation, Mason.”


Mackenzie kicked the legs of Delaney’s gurney. “Yeah, and I’ve
still got some sedatives I could use on those other
people.”


“Steady, Mason. Have some respect for your superiors. I’m not
ex-Pulsus yet.”


Makenzie saluted and averted her eyes while still smiling.
Delaney’s tone was lighthearted, but Brooke saw the desolation in her
expression. The paradox between the two of them couldn’t be greater. Brooke was
barely able to contain her excitement in starting her journey with Pulsus,
whereas Delaney knew hers was coming to an end. It was self-inflicted, from
what Brooke could see, but the way Donovan and Makenzie were around Delaney surely
meant that there was more to this story than she understood.


“What do you want to talk about, Delaney?” Makenzie moved beside
the gurney and checked her bandages. “Time to change this.”


Delaney sat up gingerly and Makenzie began to unwrap the
dressing. Brooke looked away when Delaney’s breasts were exposed.


Delaney laughed. “What’s the matter? You shy or are you a
straight girl disguised as a cute little butch?”


Brooke did a double-take and looked at herself. “You think I’m
butch?” And cute?


“Ah, you’re one of those. Do you prefer the term androgynous? Or
gender fluid?”


Brooke shrugged. “I don’t care what people call me. I like to
consider myself boxless when it comes to labels.”


Delaney nodded. “Stupid people need
labels. It gives their life order, or they’d run around totally confused and
not know what to do with themselves.”


Makenzie laughed. “God, we’re going to miss your politically
incorrect humor around the place.”


Her words deadened the genial atmosphere.


“Uh, sorry. That was tactless.”


Brooke felt for Makenzie. Delaney was easy to be around. Hell,
she knew she’d miss her and she’d only known her a couple of days.


Delaney put her hand on Makenzie’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about
it.”


Brooke watched as Makenzie discarded the bloody bandages, cleaned
Delaney’s wound, and refreshed the gauze and binding. She worked efficiently
and quickly, but her touch was tender and gentle.


“Were you a doctor or a nurse?” Brooke couldn’t help but continue
to ask Makenzie questions. She told herself she wanted to know everything about
all the people who were going to be her colleagues, but there was a know-it-all
glitch in her head that called her out for a different motive.


“Neither. I was halfway through med school at Pulsus when Jenkin
offered me the opportunity to train as an operative.”


Brooke wondered why Jenkin would want to derail Makenzie’s
medical career, but then maybe the right people for operatives and extractors
were hard to come by. Which
means Donovan sees something special in me. Brooke chastised herself
and pushed the thought to the back of her mind. It was egotistical, and that
was a part of her personality she tried to keep under control. 


The small unit Makenzie had been carrying bleeped and interrupted
Brooke’s internal berating.


“Let’s hope that’s the chief.” She picked up her gun and motioned
for Brooke to follow her. “Come on then, slick.”


Brooke stood immediately and did as instructed. There was
something about the way Makenzie spoke to her that had her bouncing around like
a puppy. God, I’m such a
sucker for a pretty girl. The fact that she could probably kick
Brooke’s ass seemed to make her even more appealing.


Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

 


Delaney settled back against the gurney and tried to relax.
They’d left her without a weapon, so she hoped it was Landry who’d tripped the
sensor. Then again, maybe if it was Frankie Calvin and her goons, they could
finish her off and save Pulsus the expensive trouble of relocating her. At
least she’d die with her memories intact.


She closed her eyes and rested her head against the cold gurney
thinly covered with a basic hospital issue cover. Mason was right. Delaney had
set this room up to look after Landry in between bouts of interrogation. She
couldn’t decide if it was ironic or karma that it was her who’d ended up on the
table instead of Landry. Fuck
it. How did it turn out like this? It had been so good to talk to
Landry again, just like old times. And their emotional exchange had served to
get things straight in Delaney’s head. A year ago, she could never have imagined
she and Landry could have a conversation so deep and honest, but she wasn’t
kidding herself. If she wasn’t having a mind wipe, she’d have a fuck ton of
shit to work on with a shrink. But at least, for these last few hours, she knew
she wasn’t in love with Landry, not the way she was with Ilsa.


I failed
you, Ilsa. The only saving grace was that Ilsa wasn’t expecting to
be rescued. She’d died—been murdered—oblivious to the possibility of a life
together. As far as Ilsa had known, Sieglinde Thalberg had been beaten to
death. She’d had no idea it had been Delaney’s plan all along to come back for
her. That doesn’t make it
okay. Now, Delaney was facing her own death sentence of sorts. Sure,
she’d still be the same person fundamentally, but she wouldn’t have the
memories of Ilsa or Landry, and both of them had made a huge impact on her
life. They’d changed her for the better and she was losing that forever.


Her thoughts moved to Simson, and in wondering about where they’d
put her body, she remembered how Simson had dumped Perry’s body like a bag of
beer cans after a frat party. She had such little respect for human life, but
she’d been loyal to Delaney’s plans. Simson’s death was another thing she was
responsible for. They’d had sex, in a way that wasn’t dissimilar to the
physicality she and Landry had shared, but that was all there was to it for
Delaney. Simson’s yearning for more had mirrored Delaney’s desire for Landry.
But beyond that, Simson had stood at Delaney’s side, ready to die for her if
necessary. And I let her
die for me. She’d seen Jackson approach, and she could have warned
Simson, but her
loyalty was with Landry. In that moment, her overwhelming concern had been to
preserve Landry’s life. And for that, she sacrificed Simson. The mind wipe
would mean it wasn’t something she’d have to live with, but in the here and
now, Delaney’s guilt scratched away at her sanity like a dog checking for
snakes in its basket. 


She knew they’d have to leave both bodies behind. It was
undignified and not a becoming end to their life as career soldiers, but there
was no other choice. You had to be conscious and in good shape to survive the
time circle. Maybe they could make time to properly bury them both.


She pressed her fingers over her bullet wound. Mason had done a
damn fine job of stitching her up, but the painkillers were wearing off fast.
The aftereffects of a dull ache were cranking up to a hot fire across her
chest. She’d be up to traveling soon enough. Should she be counting down the
hours of the life she knew, the one she wanted to keep but had thrown away? She
assumed they’d regen her body, but then would she be debriefed? Would she have
to sign something to consent to the mind wipe, or had she already done that
when she signed her contract of employment? Delaney had been so enthused to
join Pulsus, she hadn’t actually read it and simply assumed all would be well.
Now she was wishing she hadn’t been so trusting.


God, to be
back there again starting out like Jackson.


“Hey, buddy, how are you doing?”


“In need of meds. Can you hook me up?”


Landry called for Mason before sitting by the gurney and offering
up a Baby Ruth. “How about this while you wait? Almost as good as morphine.”


Delaney smiled and gratefully accepted the candy bar, her
all-time favorite. She tore open the packet and devoured it in three bites.


“Hungry much?”


“They have to be enjoyed quick, before you start reading the side
info and decide against it when you see what they’re really made of.” Aside
from her current vice of alcohol, she tried to avoid anything quite this bad
for her body. 


“Hey, Chief, what can I do for you?”


Landry motioned to Delaney and winked. “Your patient is in
desperate need of relief.”


Delaney smirked but didn’t verbally respond to Landry’s
suggestive innuendo. A wave of melancholy hit her like a sucker punch. She
rubbed at her face as she tried to pull it back down and get it under control.
She was losing all of this, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about
it.


“There’s only one shot left. Are you sure you don’t want to keep
it until we’re ready to go back?” Mason tilted her head. “The journey’s going
to be rough on you. You don’t want to let your string go and fall through into
the blackness.”


Delaney shrugged. “Would that be your advice?”


She nodded. “If you can handle the pain without wanting to gnaw
through your own hand, yeah, that’s what I’d recommend.”


Jackson coughed. “Exactly how painful is the traveling through
time thing?”


Mason looked at her quizzically. “Why? It’s not like you’ve got
to endure it.”


“Sure, I was just wondering.”


Jackson didn’t miss a beat nor did she make any eye contact with
Landry that might have raised Mason’s suspicions. Delaney was impressed but had
a feeling that Mason would be welcoming Jackson into Pulsus with open arms and
a warm bed.


“It’s intense. Some people never get used to it. It’s like
there’s a bubble of pressure around you, and the longer you travel, the closer
it gets and the harder it presses. The time circle is only as big as it has to
be for the largest traveler, so it affects them the most. Of the three of us,”
Mason nodded toward Delaney and Landry, “Delaney is the biggest and I’m the
smallest, so I’ll be less affected.”


Jackson furrowed her brow and look horrified. “It presses on
you?”


“Yeah. We’re creating something that shouldn’t be there, and the
universe struggles against it like it’s squeezing teenage acne.”


“Did you basically call us the pus inside a zit?”


Landry grinned. “I did. You have a problem with that?”


Delaney shifted farther up the bed, and the movement smarted like
a son of a bitch. “I guess I’ve been called worse.”


“Can the universe push you out into…nothingness?”


“It’s not happened yet, but there’s a first time for everything,”
Delaney answered and enjoyed Jackson’s almost imperceptible discomfort. Want to change your mind?



Landry narrowed her eyes at Delaney, knowing she was messing with
Jackson. She ignored her. She was having too much fun, and toying with Jackson
meant she was thinking less about the colossal change in circumstances she was
facing.


“When’s the earliest date you’ve traveled back to?”


“A World War Two mission in 1942, but the vast majority of them
have been in the twenty-first century.”


Mason touched Landry’s shoulder. “Are you mind wiping her before
we leave so she doesn’t tell anyone any of this?” Her tone was serious, but the
smirk on her face was telling.


Delaney snickered. Mason thought she was playing along, and
Delaney wondered how pissed off she was going to be when she discovered Jackson
was coming along for the ride.


Jackson hitched herself up on a nearby table and tucked her feet
up. “I’m not saying anything to anyone about any of this.” 


Landry leaned back in her chair and stretched out her legs.
“Who’d believe her even if she did? But no, Elena hasn’t miniaturized the tech
as far as I know. You should give her that idea when we get back. Something
like that might come in handy for a situation like this.” She waved her hand at
Jackson to give her permission to continue her line of questioning.


Jackson lit a cigarette then stubbed it out before taking a hit.
“Sorry, I took up the habit to fit in with the Cagle Gang. Is there a
correlation between the amount of time you travel back to the length of time it
takes?”


Landry nodded. “There is, but I forgot the calculation almost as
soon as it was wiped from the white board. Lots of x’s and y’s, and plenty of
Greek, Hebrew, and Latin symbols thrown in. All that we need to know is the
further we travel back, the longer it takes to get home. And we return to a
point further along than when we left.” Landry held up her hand to stop the
obvious question. “And no, I don’t know why that is, but we go home a day later
for every year we travel back…or forward, depending on your viewpoint.”


“As fascinating as this is, and not at all tactless because I’ll
never get to do it again, when are we leaving?” Delaney shared a look of
understanding with Landry. She’d be the only one who knew she was covering up
something far deeper with her flippant words.


“I’ve got the PRU. We’re just waiting on the all clear from our
pseudo doc.”


Mason took up a position beside Delaney and began a check of her
vitals, touching her here and there for God knows what reason. “Are you making
sure I’m all right to travel, or are you just taking the opportunity to cop a
feel of my rock-like physique?”


Mason laughed. “Impressive as you are, you’re a little too big
and scary for my tastes, Delaney.”


Delaney tossed a look toward Jackson and appraised her from top
to bottom. “Swimmer-like skinny more your type, Mason?” Jackson squirmed and
averted her eyes.


“Maybe.”


Jackson might’ve missed it, but Delaney saw Mason’s eyes flick
over Jackson, and a small smile played at the edge of her mouth, before
disappearing quickly.


Landry grinned and mouthed Shit
stirrer, before she said, “What’s the verdict, Mason?”


“Let’s see if she can stand first.” Mason took Delaney’s hands
and guided her up. 


The cold concrete shocked her naked feet. “Fuck, that’s
freezing.” She steadied herself with the help of a nearby table. No dizziness.
Other than the throbbing pain across the whole of her chest, she felt pretty
good and navigated the room with Mason following in case she stumbled.


“Clear head? No blurry vision?” Mason asked.


“I’m fine. Good to go.” Go
where? Without Pulsus, what direction would Delaney’s life take? A
life as a soldier meant life was stable, reliable, and steady. Life as a
civilian was mere survival and overwhelming powerlessness. That was all she’d
known before she got away from her family. Full circle. The voices of Landry
and Mason dulled and faded away. Maybe this was a chance to go back and put
things right. Her father was dead. Perhaps her mom might have changed, and it’d
at least be nice to see her brother again. Or was she kidding herself that the
gaping hollow in her chest could be filled with relationships she’d run away
from two decades ago? I’m
grasping at straws.


“Delaney? Delaney?”


Landry’s voice pulled her back from her desperate thoughts.
Usually, it would have been comforting, but all Delaney could focus on was that
it would be one of the last times she’d talk to her at all. “What are we doing
about Perry and Simson?” Fixing on another issue might temporarily stop the
unending uncertainty and conjecture, since everything was out of her control
anyway. Delaney wanted to give Simson the same treatment as Perry and hoped
Landry would agree to it. She pulled on her socks and boots in the silence that
followed her question.


Landry tilted her head. “We can’t take them with us, and it’s not
right to just leave them here. You’re thinking we have a military funeral?”


Delaney nodded as she tied her boots. “Send Jackson out to the
gas station for a couple of flags.”


Jackson folded her arms across her stomach and her eyes widened.
“Whoa, slow down. What exactly are you planning on doing with their bodies?” 


She looked away when both Delaney and Landry fixed their gazes on
her. 


“This building is built around an overgrown grass quad.” Delaney
pointed her thumb at the window. “We can bury them out there.” 


“Shovels?”


Delaney nodded at Landry’s question. “Yeah. There’s a small
utility room along the corridor with all sorts of tools.” She grinned. “We can
always blast a couple of holes with some C4.”


“Because that wouldn’t attract any unwanted police attention at
all.”


Jackson’s tone irritated Delaney slightly, and Mason stepped
between them as if she’d read Delaney’s expression like a book. She offered
Jackson a roll of money.


“If you wouldn’t mind getting two flags, as big as you can find.”


Jackson took the money, and Delaney saw their fingers touch and
linger a little longer than was necessary for the exchange.


“Sure.”


“You’re in no shape for that kind of exertion, so it looks like
it’s the Chief and me are going to work up a sweat while the sun rises. I’ll
see if I can find those shovels.” Mason headed out.


“Thanks for this.”


Landry shrugged. “It makes sense.”


“And you’re okay with affording the same dignity to Simson?”


She bit the corner of her lip and rubbed the back of her head,
which Delaney knew meant she wasn’t totally comfortable with the prospect.


“She was a soldier, just the same. She was a prize-winning
asshole, too, but I wouldn’t deny her this. And I hated leaving Perry dumped in
that room the last time I was here. This is a good solution for everyone.”


“I’m sorry about that, too. I’m sorry for an awful lot of things
I’ll probably never get the chance to say.” Words that would usually stay
thoughts were tumbling out unchecked now that everyone else had left the room.


Landry put her hand on Delaney’s shoulder, then drew her into a
soldier half-hug. “You’ve done enough apologizing, Dee. You’re family. You get
to fuck up and then we move on. That’s how this works.”


Delaney tried to swallow around the lump of sorrow mixed with
regret, anger, and desperation that had formed an emotional fur ball in her
stomach and was climbing its way up her throat. If only I could turn back time. That’s how I ended up in this mess
in the first place.


Chapter
Twenty-six

 

 

 


Aside from the near constant excited jabbering of Muniz,
everyone else had been silent on the ride to the Indiana Dunes. The makeshift
funerals had been somber and surprisingly emotional. There hadn’t been an overt
show of feelings or even tears, but chins trembled relatively freely and that
was the soldier equivalent of sobbing and wailing. They’d placed the flag on
each of the bodies before covering them over and disguising the burial site
with rubble to ensure they weren’t discovered. Delaney had said she’d paid
Frankie for the premises for another two days. Landry assumed they’d return sooner
than the lease was up once Miller and Walker shared their far-fetched story of
time travel, a serial killer, and “Sledge’s” disappearance. She didn’t want
them or the police digging up their bodies.


She checked the rearview mirror. Muniz looked as happy as a sex
addict in a whorehouse between Mason and Jackson, though she suspected it had
little to do with them and everything to do with his destination. She turned
her attention to Mason, a little surprised she hadn’t asked why Jackson was
still with them since it would’ve made sense to leave her in the city. It was
feasible Mason might be wondering about her coming back with them. Jackson had
asked a lot of questions and hadn’t been all that subtle. And there were
definite flashes of a mutual attraction that Mason would soon get the chance to
explore…if she wanted.


Landry stopped the SUV in front of the battered pickup she’d left
there on her previous jump.


“That’s what you escaped in?” Delaney slowly emerged from the
backseat and motioned toward it. “You took a risk. I’m surprised it made it.” 


Landry swung the door shut behind her. “I didn’t have much
choice. My actual ride had been totaled in a crash a few hours before.” She
rubbed the back of her skull where Diane Kelly had knocked her out.


“How is your head?” Muniz asked.


“There’s nothing her mom can’t fix.”


“Mom? Elena Donovan is your…oh, of course she is.” Muniz threw up
his arms. “You’re Donovan.” 


Landry nodded absently. Her mind had wandered to thoughts of
Priscilla with Delaney’s declaration. They were jumping forward to almost three
weeks after she and Mason had left. Caitlin hadn’t said good-bye when she left
her apartment. That hurt, but Landry understood. Lizbeth made excuses about her
being at home doing a stock order, but her lies were as obvious as her longing
for Priscilla. She stood in front of Landry, but she was a ghost. With the
pressure of the menace of death and the crippling uncertainty, Lizbeth had all
but buckled.


“Elena can fix everything?” His question dragged Landry from her
speculation.


“I hope so.” While the irrepressible hero within wanted to be the
one to carry Priscilla back to Lizbeth, fully healed and one hundred percent
healthy, Landry also wanted to return to find her safely ensconced with Lizbeth
and Caitlin. She wanted their suffering to be over. She wanted Priscilla to
greet her at the door of the restaurant as she always did, with a bright
exclamation of “Lan Lan” and for her to wrap her arms around her neck so she
could breathe in that beautiful aroma of innocence and purity.


“How is the kid?” Delaney must have registered Landry’s
disappearance into her head.


Landry rubbed her eyes and sighed. “I honestly don’t know.”


Delaney grabbed her shoulder and squeezed. “Kids are fighters.
She’ll be fine.”


“I need to speak to Jackson.” Landry motioned to a spot twenty
feet from the truck where its headlights started to fade. “Get yourself ordered
for me.”


Mason appeared to hesitate. She looked at Jackson like she wanted
to say something but held back and simply nodded at her. Jackson returned the
nod with a smile.


“How much do you weigh?” Landry asked Jackson quietly. Mason and
Muniz would know soon enough that Jackson was relocating her life to Pulsus, no
need to rush it.


“A hundred and forty pounds, I guess, give or take. Why?”


“We go through the tunnel in weight order, least to most. I need
to make sure you’re in the right place or it could fuck up the whole journey.”


Not for the first time when they’d talked about the actual time
travel element, Jackson looked slightly terrified. “What would happen?”


“We’re not certain, and as long as we follow the rules, we’re not
likely to find out.” Landry shrugged. “It’s possible that the whole tunnel
could collapse and crush all of us.” She suppressed a grin at toying with her,
but she appreciated that Jackson didn’t try to affect a false machismo for what
really was a pretty scary process. She slapped Jackson on the back. “Don’t
worry. The first jump is always a shock.” Especially
when you’ve had no training simulation. “You might feel nauseous on
the other side, and if you need to be sick, let it come out. The techs on the
other side are used to it and have buckets standing by. Some travelers never
get used to it.” Landry grasped Jackson’s shoulders so she could face her.
“Hold tight to your string, and everything will be fine.” Jackson nodded and
cleared her throat. “Are you absolutely one hundred percent certain you want to
do this?” Jackson had said she’d wanted a big adventure, and it didn’t get any
bigger than time travel and leaving your whole life behind. Particularly when it’s uncertain
how well her presence will be received.


Jackson’s expression changed, and her green eyes darkened
slightly. “I’m positive. I want this. I’m just a little nervous about all the
science of it, that’s all.”


“And that’s completely understandable. This is new territory—I
have to be sure.”


Jackson nodded. “I’m ready. I won’t let you down.”


Landry tapped her on the cheek gently with an open palm. “I know
you won’t.” She pulled out the PRU and opened the dialogue box to reprogram the
fifth string to Jackson’s weight. “A hundred and forty, yeah?”


She shoved her hands into her jacket pockets. “Yes.”


“Okay.” Landry strode over to the rest of her group. “Mason, have
you given Delaney her meds?”


“I’ve got it here. I was waiting until the last possible moment
to give her maximum chance of a pain-free re-entry.”


“This is that moment. Let’s go.” Mason administered the last shot
of morphine to Delaney. She’d be behind Landry so there’d be no way of knowing
if she managed to hold on until they emerged on the other side. The force of
the time circle made it all but impossible to make even the slightest movement,
like closing your eyelids against the onrushing air. “Hold on, buddy.” Delaney
nodded, but Landry could see there was little commitment to the affirmation.
She was returning to Pulsus, but it wasn’t the way she’d imagined, and it meant
a change to her life she didn’t want. Landry had plans to talk to Jenkin about
her options when they returned, but if Delaney didn’t have the motivation to
stay connected, there’d be no point. She moved to Delaney. “I think I’ve got a
way around this mess. Stay with me, okay?” Delaney’s eyes sparked and made
Landry hope to God she could pull it off.


Landry held the PRU in front of her and outlined a circle with a
diameter slightly larger than she was tall. 


“Wow.” Jackson looked on open-mouthed as the inside of the circle
shredded the view of the trees beyond it.


Muniz held up his hand as if to gain perspective and sighed,
seeming immensely content. Their blue luminescent light threads eased out of
the now three-dimensional tunnel and remained mysteriously suspended. Landry
pocketed the PRU. “Take your threads.” 


Mason motioned to the fifth filament that snaked out of the
circle. “Simson’s string has still materialized, Chief.”


Landry rolled her neck and the internal crunching of muscle and
bone made her grimace. “No, it hasn’t. That one’s for Jackson.”


The mix of emotions that streaked across Mason’s face were too
numerous to name. She seemed to settle on confusion mixed with excited
anticipation.


“Jackson’s coming home with us?” She looked at Jackson, who
half-smiled before looking away.


“Yeah. Are you good with that, soldier?” Landry didn’t expect any
more questions. Everything on these missions was on the clichéd need-to-know
basis, and the extractor always knew more than his or her operatives.


Mason frowned, puzzled at the question. “Of course. You’re the
extractor.”


Landry smiled at Mason’s professionalism and nodded at Jackson.
Mason’s approval was obviously important to her given her look of relief.


Delaney and Mason grabbed the lines closest to them. Muniz
tentatively touched his like it might shatter into nothingness if he startled
it. “Wrap it around your wrist. It won’t bite.”


He did as Landry instructed then grinned. “I can’t believe this
is happening.”


“Believe it. And hold on tight—your life actually depends on it.”
Landry looked to Jackson. She was already in position. Landry took her place
between Jackson and Delaney. “Lead the way, Mason.”


She began the procession and disappeared into the tunnel. Muniz
paused for the briefest of moments before stepping in, holding his empty hand
in front of him to touch the gateway before he entered. Jackson followed with
no hesitation. Landry took one last look behind her and winked at Delaney.
“It’s going to be all right, buddy.” She wanted to add, “I promise,” but she’d
promised a few too many things in the past few months that she couldn’t
guarantee. She turned away from Delaney’s expectant face. All she had to do was
convince Jenkin that it was worth taking another chance on Delaney. Her
arguments were already in place. She believed them. Hopefully, so would
everyone else.


Chapter Twenty-seven

 

 

 


Brooke stepped into the distortion faking a confidence she
didn’t feel. Part of her wished she was behind Makenzie. If she could just hold
on to something solid and real, it might make this easier. Muniz was solid too,
but taking hold of him wasn’t half as appealing. She tried to look down at her
hand holding the bright blue string that was somehow her link between 2055 and
a new life in 2076, but the force pushing in the opposite direction made it
impossible. She managed to cast her eyes downward, though it was uncomfortable.
The thread was about the thickness of decking rope. It felt warm, and she was
sure she could feel it almost vibrating in her grasp. At the very least, it was
humming a steady tune that reverberated throughout every cell and fiber in her
body. Beyond her feet was a luminous moving blanket of light, but her feet
didn’t seem to be in contact with it. She was touching nothing but the time
thread and its irresistible pull toward her future.


Her arm was also shaking with the intense grip she had on the
cord. She brought her eyes back up. Muniz was barely visible in the distance,
as if he were somehow traveling faster and covering more ground. She realized
that must be why they entered in body mass order. If it wasn’t so, the lighter
people would…would what? Simply push through the traveler in front of them? Or
knock them clean out of the circle and into the depths of time limbo? What was
even out there? She tried to look to the side, but it made her feel nauseous.
She could make out dark as death blackness and miniscule slashes of starlight that
refracted at impossible angles as they approached the time tunnel and jarred
away and beyond them.


She wished her brain was able to make a video of what her eyes
were seeing, what her body was feeling, so she could revisit it anytime she
wanted. She didn’t want the memory of it to ever fade. This whole experience
was something that someone from her time should never be a part of, and she
felt privileged that Donovan had chosen her. Her thoughts traversed to the path
she’d taken, and how the slightest change or different decision could easily
have meant she didn’t end up here. There was a certain ring of destiny about it
that seemed paradoxical to the fact that Pulsus was all about changing
destinies.


Brooke began to feel the pressure Donovan had warned her about.
She realized she had no concept of time, how long she’d already been traveling,
or how long there was until she reached the end point. She fought to quell the
surge of panic that threaten to flood her body with adrenaline, not least
because it was pointless. There was no turning back; the flight response was
redundant. Relax.
She struggled against the surrounding air density to close her eyes and calm
her mind. I chose this.
She wouldn’t be much of a recruit if she failed the first real test. And she
really didn’t want to disappoint Donovan. Who knew what risk she was taking
bringing her into their special operation? She ignored the question that had
concerned her since Donovan had offered the choice—why didn’t she want Makenzie
to know until the last possible minute? Makenzie didn’t seem fazed by the
apparent subterfuge and was obviously used to a military “need to know” basis. 


Brooke managed to reopen her eyes. Muniz was no longer visible,
but she could make out a circular exit identical to the one in the Dunes. She
would’ve grinned if it weren’t for the fact that her facial muscles were no
match for the air pressure. This
is it. She tried to take a deep breath, but managed only short sharp
intakes that made her feel like she was atop Mount Denali. Again, she fought
her body’s desire to panic and focused on her imminent arrival.


The sudden change in air pressure was like being pulled out of a
latex rubber body bag. And as Donovan had predicted, the result of the force on
her stomach caused her to expel the pizza she’d enjoyed a few hours earlier.
She opened her eyes and was mortified to find the young man in front of her
covered in chunks of soggy bread and masticated pepperoni. His bucket was
bouncing away from him and his expression was a few levels beyond surprised.
Brooke reached for the small towel that draped from the top pocket of his once
pristine lab coat. She turned it over to the side not covered with her bile and
wiped her mouth.


“I am really
sorry about that.” She dabbed at his chest with the towel before deciding it
was a lost cause and that he’d be better off simply dumping it. He was also yet
to speak, and it was getting weird. A strong hand clapped her on the back.


“Welcome to your new home.”


She was relieved to hear Donovan’s voice, but when she turned to
respond, she found Donovan’s focus was on the tunnel. Was she worried Delaney
hadn’t managed to hold on because of her injury? She registered the two men
standing beside Donovan, in an official looking almost-uniform of beige khakis
and matching shirts. One of them held something that looked like restraints.


“You don’t need those.” Donovan took them from him and placed
them on a nearby table just as Delaney emerged. She stumbled slightly,
presumably from a mixture of the pressure change and the fact that her chest
wound was bleeding profusely and the previously white bandage was now scarlet
red. Brooke was jostled out of the way by a sudden influx of more lab-coated
individuals rushing to support a stumbling Delaney. They and the two uniforms
awkwardly carried her away.


A striking older woman grabbed Donovan by her upper arm. The
family resemblance was clear, but after a quick hug, Elena didn’t look happy to
see her daughter. “So you went ahead and did it anyway?”


Donovan ran her hand through her hair before offering an open
palm as an apparent apology. “Yes.”


Brooke wasn’t sure what Elena’s problem was, but she had to
suppress a snicker at the look of child-like contrition on Donovan’s face.
Muniz was with a tall, skinny, studious-looking woman of a similar age. They
were in animated conversation and seemingly oblivious to whatever it was riling
Elena. 


“Time has been kind to you, my friend,” Muniz said, holding the
hands of the skinny woman Brooke assumed was Jenkin.


“When you’ve stopped reminiscing, perhaps you could weigh in on
this,” Elena said as she motioned toward Brooke.


Oh crap.
I’m the problem. Brooke took a step back toward the tunnel only to
see it had disappeared.


“Elena!” Muniz drew her into a hug before she could stop him.


Brooke could see Elena relax and reciprocate Muniz’s show of
affection, before she disengaged and alternated her stern expression equally
between Donovan and Jenkin.


Jenkin moved toward Brooke and hung her arm over her shoulder as
if she were an old friend. “This young woman is the only reason you and I were able to go
about our past as we damn well pleased. Without her sacrifice, Delaney and
Simson would be running this show.” Jenkin dropped her arm.


Landry nodded and stood on the other side of Brooke. “What she
said.”


“I’m not supposed to be here?” It would have been comical if
Brooke weren’t the cause of Elena’s apparent stress.


“How astute. No. An operative called Simson, someone about twice
your size, should be standing where you are.” Elena put her hands on her hips
and tilted her head as an invitation to respond.


“Simson’s dead, Mom.”


“And you thought what? Why waste a perfectly good time thread
when you can bring home a stray instead?” Elena swatted the air in Brooke’s
direction. 


“Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever been referred to as a dog before.”
Brooke could see where Donovan got her fire from.


Elena shook her head. “I’m sorry, that was rude.” Her expression
softened slightly. “This isn’t your fault.”


“Can we discuss this in the briefing room?” Donovan was already
moving and pulling Brooke with her.


Brooke glanced back at the poor guy still standing there covered
in her puke. She cocked her head and offered what she hoped was an apologetic
look. He didn’t respond, but then who’d give a cheery wave to someone who’d
just covered them in half-digested pizza?


She followed Donovan up the galvanized steel staircase and tried
to take as much of the environment in as possible. She counted maybe thirty
people at various stations on the floor and on the mezzanine level they were
headed toward. It made the sci-fi movies she’d seen of space stations look
positively archaic and pedestrian. Despite the showdown at the time tunnel, no
one had stopped doing whatever it was they were doing to stare at them. The two
floors were packed with machines and computers. Between the time tunnel
entrance and the huge bank of people sitting behind computers, was a wall of
computer screens—without the screens. Images, numbers, and text hung in midair
with no discernible glass or crystal display. She tripped, thinking there was
another step when she’d actually gotten to the top of the stairway and Donovan
stopped her from falling flat on her face. When she was upright, Brooke saw
Makenzie on the mezzanine level. She was smiling widely, and Brooke cursed her
clumsiness. She was relieved Makenzie didn’t look annoyed though, despite it
looking like Donovan hadn’t followed any specifically issued orders about
bringing Brooke back.


Donovan snapped her fingers in front of Brooke’s face to get her
attention. “Earth calling horny toad.”


Brooke thought about pushing Donovan’s hand away but decided
against it. She didn’t want to look disrespectful, either to her or anyone else
that might be looking. Best
to learn how everything works first. “Sorry.” She shrugged, and from
the responding expression Donovan gave her, she understood her distraction
perfectly. Brooke had no plans to do anything about it for a good while yet.


Donovan motioned toward a steel door with a nod. “After you.”


Brooke steadied herself and walked as confidently as her shaky
legs would allow. After the initial wave of nausea had passed, her whole body
had begun to feel a little unstable. She opened the door, entered, and sank
gratefully into an upholstered chair that felt like a warm hug.


“Are you okay?” Donovan put her hand on Brooke’s shoulder.


Brooke looked up and smiled. She liked Donovan being concerned
for her health. It made her feel safe, like a superhero was looking out for
her. “I’m…” A black-and-gray checkered blanket swathed her vision so she closed
her eyes for a moment to refocus. “It’s okay. I’m—”


Chapter Twenty-eight

 

 

 


Delaney woke naked and refreshed. The warmth of the healing
pod felt like a coddling blanket. She rolled her neck and stretched out her
arms. It’s good to be…
The thought remained unfinished. Yes, she was back, but in the haze of the
regen pod, she’d temporarily forgotten what was happening, and why she was
back. She closed her eyes and tried to picture Ilsa; soft, loving Ilsa. Her
gentle voice teased Delaney’s memories, ones she was soon to part with. Delaney
pictured them lying together, Ilsa’s head resting on her chest as Delaney
stroked her hair and whispered sweet words of the life they’d get to live
together.


She became conscious of her clenched fists and opened her hands
slowly and deliberately, visualizing the uncurling of each sinew to calm
herself. She wondered if any of this could have played out differently. She
imagined a scenario where Landry reprogrammed the PRU and engineered a fifth
string for Ilsa to come back with them, just as she had for Jackson. Or perhaps
an exchange where Griffin chose to stay in New York and live out his life there
rather than simply disintegrate into stardust in the time tunnel. Ilsa would
simply have taken his place.


Delaney wondered how much longer she’d have these thoughts. They
were partly a plague, but what would she be without them? Without regret?
Wasn’t life about learning from mistakes, rather than removing the evidence so
that they were in danger of being repeated? Her eyes sprang open when the only
way of resolving this to her satisfaction jumped into her head. Escape. 


She sat up in the pod and saw her regular clothes folded in a
neat pile on the table beside her, along with a bottle of water in an individual
chilling unit. She pulled on her underwear and racer back bra before popping
the lid and downing the cool liquid. It soothed the dryness in her throat from
the regen process but did nothing to dampen the burgeoning plot to get off the
island with her memories intact. 


Landry said she had a plan, too. Was it possible she had the same
idea? One thing was certain, Delaney wasn’t making the same mistake as she had
before. She’d talk to Landry, find out what she had in mind, and compare notes.
She had to hope that they’d allow her a “last request” just as the executioners
offered to the condemned woman. She’d beg if she had to.


She dressed in her jeans and pulled her shirt over her head. She
paused before smoothing it down to check the wound on her chest. It was gone,
of course, but that area of her body was warmer than the rest of her and felt
slightly alien. It was something she’d gotten used to. The rebuilt parts were
smooth, like a baby’s skin, speed grown from her own DNA but fresh to the world
and unweathered. She finished getting dressed. No sooner was she dressed than
the door opened and Dr. Castillo entered. It was a good sign. Delaney could
waste hours with the shrink to delay the mind wipe while Landry was being
debriefed and most likely hauled over hot coals for allowing Jackson to
hitchhike her way into the future.


“Hey, Doc. Long time, no see.”


Castillo smiled and Delaney was glad to see it was genuine. The
good thing about most shrinks was they didn’t disguise their own feelings.
“Long time, never
seen, Delaney.”


Delaney shrugged. “I thought I was doing okay, and when I
realized I wasn’t, I was kind of too far gone for a house call.”


Castillo’s smile showed the slightly wonky teeth Delaney always
wondered why she hadn’t had fixed. “It’s never too late, Delaney. Would you be
kind enough to walk with me?”


Delaney stood and was pleased to see Castillo didn’t react by
jumping back. Having people in fear of her wouldn’t serve her well anymore. She
followed her out of the pod and closed the door behind her. Two low-level
operatives nodded at Delaney and she returned their greeting.


“We don’t need these two guys, do we?”


Delaney shook her head. “I’ll go wherever you need me to.” As long as it isn’t for the mind
wipe. They walked together along the corridor and furtive glances
were thrown her way by the few people they passed. Delaney smiled at all of
them. “Are we walking to your office, Doc?”


“We are. Still happy to accompany me?”


Delaney appreciated the soft, gentle tone of Castillo’s voice. It
was deliberately non-threatening, despite the ominous nature of what the doctor
must know Delaney was facing.


“Sure.”


Castillo opened her office door with a wave of her hand and
indicated for Delaney to enter first. “Take a seat.”


Delaney looked around and was impressed. There were a range of
seating options from an oversized armchair and a velvet wingback to an office
chair and a wooden bench. “No chaise longue? I thought every shrink had one of
those.” She chose the armchair and nestled into its comforting hold.


Castillo offered Delaney a bottle of water before she sat
opposite in the wingback and kept her body open and neutral. “You know,
Delaney, I’m not your enemy, and I have no
intention of shrinking your head.”


Delaney grinned. “Some antipsychotic meds do shrink the brain
though.”


Castillo returned her easy smile. “That would be the medication,
then, not me.”


Delaney rested her hands on the arms of the chair. “Okay. What
are we doing here, Doc?” And
how can we make it last longer?


“We need to understand what pushed you beyond your limits.” She
leaned forward and steepled her hands beneath her chin. “We have to establish
the root causes of your behavior to ensure we don’t let it happen again.”


This is
unexpected. “Are you admitting some neglect on your part—Pulsus, I
mean, not you personally?”


“Yes. Yes, we are. We believe we failed you, Delaney. And I take
responsibility for that. It’s my team that assesses every extractor and
operative before and after each mission. I train them to spot the signs of
serious mental fatigue.” She brushed away the errant strand of hair that had
fallen across her eye. “We ran our tests, we listened, but it’s very clear that
we didn’t hear you.”


Delaney began to feel slightly vindicated for her actions. If
only the board had listened to her when she went before them. It could have all
turned out so differently. “What makes you think you’ll hear me now?”


Castillo nodded her head slowly and pursed her lips together.
“You’re absolutely right to doubt my ability, Delaney—”


“Could we start by you dropping the use of my name at almost
every sentence? You have my attention, and I’m happy to cooperate.” Delaney was
sure Castillo wasn’t using her name as a power move. If she was, Delaney would
have been tempted to shut the conversation down before it had begun.


“I’m sorry. It’s a bad habit, because most of the time, you guys
don’t want to be in that chair or even this room with me. I’ll make a conscious
effort to stop.”


“I’d appreciate that.” Delaney sympathized because Castillo was
absolutely right. Soldiers didn’t like admitting their emotions to themselves,
let alone sharing them with a psychiatrist who could read all sorts of obscure
things into them. But this was different. She had nothing to gain and
everything to lose if she wasn’t truthful. Opening up here might help Landry’s
plan, whatever that was. And keeping the doctor talking delayed their plans for
her mind wipe and gave her more time to figure out an escape. “You were
saying?”


“I’d expect you to doubt my abilities to really hear what you
have to say. I can only assure you that I’m going to try my absolute best. Are
you able to accept that and be willing to try with me?”


Delaney bit her lip and tried to look as if she were actually
contemplating Castillo’s words, though she’d already made the decision to be
honest with her. Beyond her own designs on escape, she never wanted another
operative to feel the way she had, fractured and confused. “Sure. Let’s give it
a go.”


“Do you mind if we video our conversation?”


“Who’s going to be allowed to see it?” She looked down at her
hands gripping the chair arms, and her knuckles were white. She glanced up to
see that’s where the doctor’s focus was, too.


“Just the senior members of my team. Not even the board, if you
expressly don’t want that.”


Delaney released the chair and wiggled her fingers. “I’m not
worried about the board. I just don’t want it playing to all the other
operatives and the extractors, you know. I’m prepared to open up but not to
that wide an audience.” 


“I understand.” She reached for a small remote on her desk and
activated the vox system that was wired into almost every room in the building.
“You’re agreeing to this meeting being recorded under the terms that only
senior members of my team and the board of Pulsus, if necessary, are the
designated audience. It is not
to be viewed by anyone else.”


“Thank you.” She was
grateful for that. In truth, Delaney suspected she’d signed away practically
all of her human rights when she put her fingerprint to her contract with
Pulsus. They really could deny her any of these niceties, but their admission
of some culpability for the course Delaney took was obviously genuine and was
fueling her current treatment. “Where would you like to begin? And please don’t
say the beginning.”


Castillo laughed quietly. “Okay, I won’t. How about you tell me
what made you realize the missions were adversely affecting your mental
health?”


“That’s a nice one to ease me into it.” This is everything I’ve been
trying to forget. “Nightmares. Vivid and intense nightmares. I’d
wake up soaked in sweat, reliving the vicious things I’d had to do on a
mission.”


“And how did you cope with those things?”


“The nightmares or the actions I’d taken on the missions?”


“Both.”


“I’m afraid I’m a cliché. I started drinking, and Rik’s Place
eventually became my church. It started with one drink, just to settle me when
we got back from a mission. That turned into two and so on. I guess it wasn’t
long before it became a whole bottle just to get me off to sleep…” Delaney
swallowed, imagining the soft burn of a shot of Widow Jane and licked her lips.
One would go down nice
right about now. 


“When you slept?”


Delaney gave a short laugh. “That’s when the fun and games really
started. I didn’t think I had much of an imagination, but my dreams felt as
vivid as if I were doing it all over again.” She shuddered and rubbed the goose
bumps from her arms as if she were rubbing away the screams of her victims. All
the pain and suffering she’d induced in others for the sake of the missions…
“You don’t understand what you’re asking us to do. You think you have an idea,
but you don’t know the realities of any of it.”


“Is that what made you want to take over Pulsus? To stop missions
that put our operatives under that kind of stress?”


Delaney saw Ilsa in her mind. Beautiful, innocent Ilsa. Without
the cancer mission, without having to infiltrate the Nazis, they would never
have met.


“You know what I wanted to do. I talked to the board about it
before I left for 1940s Germany.” Delaney screwed her toes up in her boots. At
least she could hide that from Castillo, who was studying and interpreting her
every move.


“Let’s talk as if I don’t know everything, almost as if we’ve
never met. That way, we can get everything about this down in one place, rather
than assuming any knowledge.”


Castillo’s gentle rhythmic tone was meant to be soothing. Delaney
wondered if all psychs had to go to a special class to learn to speak that way.
All it was currently making Delaney feel was patronized. And when she felt like
that, it usually ended with blood being spilled. Control yourself. “I felt like our
missions were too narrowly focused. The German mission hammered that home for
me. Why not just kill Hitler? We would’ve saved the doctor and sixty million
others. I wanted us to do different kinds of missions, that hopefully would
also mean we had to do less of the other stuff.” Stuff? There were no adequate words for
what they’d had to do.


“Tell me more about your drinking.”


Castillo’s prompt moved them away from Delaney’s motivations, for
which she was glad. She needed the meeting to last long enough to give Landry
time to make her play, though she wished she knew what that was. Talking about
the missions pushed a button she clearly hadn’t gotten under control, and she
didn’t want Castillo to put a stop to it because she felt threatened. 


“There wasn’t enough whiskey in the world to drown the guilt in
my soul. It was like a giant cork on the ocean, and no matter how many waves of
whiskey I washed over it, it just kept on popping back up to the surface.
Everything but the one thing I wanted not to feel was numb. Could be that it
deadened my logic, too. I mean, I’m just an operative.” Delaney recalled
Landry’s words. “How could I know better than a board of people with a combined
IQ of two thousand?”


Delaney paused and waited for something from Castillo. This was
exactly why she’d never engaged with the psych team beyond the basic
requirements. They were trained to look and not react, to hear and not judge.
Delaney preferred conversations where the other person offered something,
anything, other than a vacuous smile and silent acceptance. “Aren’t you going
to say anything?”


Castillo’s lecture-learned smile made Delaney want to carve it
off with a butter knife.


“Is there something you think I should say?”


Another trick. “I’d like to hear your opinion.”


Castillo leaned in a little. “That’s not what I’m being paid for.
I need to record your
opinion, the facts as you
see them. It’s not for me to judge how you felt or reacted to the stimuli you
experienced. I can try to empathize, but really I can’t even begin to imagine
the horrors you’ve not only experienced, but been forced to perpetrate. That’s
what this is all about, Delaney. Learning from your experience will teach us
what we should and shouldn’t ask our operatives to do.” She settled back in her
chair. “When we ask you to complete a mission, we need the operatives to tell
us what they will have to do to make that happen. Then we can assess if the
outcome of the mission outweighs those tasks. Plus, Elena has perfected her
mind-cleansing technology. Anything operatives have to do can be wiped away
like germs with an antiseptic cloth.”


“The needs of the many outweigh the sufferings of the few?”


Castillo nodded and offered a tight-lipped smile. “That’s war. As
a soldier, you already know that.”


She wasn’t wrong, and likening their actions to germs was
appropriate. They had been an infection that had spread and caused Delaney
unbearable pain. Mind cleansing was
a perfect way around it, and it would make missions easier knowing they
wouldn’t have to live with what they’d done beyond the duration of the mission.


“Were there any other factors that influenced your actions?”


Castillo’s question jolted Delaney from a silence she hadn’t
realized had fallen. She failed to suppress a yawn and became aware of how
fatigued she was. She could feel the tiredness in her bones. “I’m sorry. The
pods fix the body, but the jump still tires you out.”


“Would you like to get a little sleep?”


Delaney raised her eyebrows. Unexpected.
“Aren’t you on a time limit to get this finished?” Jenkin was a strategist.
Surely she’d have this whole process planned to a rigid agenda.


Castillo shook her head. “This will take as long as it takes. It
seems we’re guilty of rushing and cutting far too many corners that should be
acceptable, even though our two-thousand-IQ board believed they’d considered
everything. We don’t want to make those kinds of mistakes again. So, no, there
is no rush for you to share your experience. We need every detail to make sure
we don’t let this happen again.”


Perfect.
“Then, yeah, a break to grab some sleep and food would be great.” Time to catch up with Landry.


Chapter Twenty-nine

 

 

 


“After what happened with Jade, I can’t believe that you’ve
gone ahead and done what you damn well pleased with Brooke.”


The vein on the side of her mom’s head was almost snake-like
thickness. It would have been enough of a sign of her irritation even without
her raised voice.


“I discussed it with Jenkin before I left.” Part of her didn’t
want to be having this conversation at all, but this wasn’t her organization,
and she didn’t get to make all the decisions.


“But not early enough to involve the whole board, was it?”


For some reason, Landry had expected Jenkin to have prepared the
ground with her mom for Jackson’s arrival. That’s what she realized Jenkin had
done when Landry was growing up. If ever there was something Landry needed to
talk to her mom about that was potentially incendiary, she’d used Jenkin as a
go-between. She half expected resistance from the board, but not from this
direction. She looked to Jenkin for support.


“Elena, you know a decision like this would’ve taken them too
long to consider and time was of the essence with this. We needed Lyman here to
continue his work as soon as possible. Every moment of delay was costing
people’s lives.” Jenkin reached across the table, but Landry’s mom pulled her
hands away.


“It’s a dangerous precedent to set. What if other extractors
think they’ve
found a perfect recruit and they bring them back?” Her mom waved her finger at
Landry. “You’ve always said that you don’t want to be seen as having
preferential treatment, but a stunt like this screams that you can get away
with anything you damn well please.”


Jenkin steepled her fingers beneath her chin. “As the controlling
stakeholder and founder, I put in place the option to make occasional decisions
without the need to seek formal board approval. This was one of those
occasions.”


“I didn’t bring Jackson back on a whim, Mom. I researched what
happened after our mission. She died stopping Delaney from kidnapping you
both.” Landry threw her arms in the air. “God knows what might’ve happened
otherwise. And let’s not forget the fact that she released me and made it
possible for me to come home.”


“I understand why you did it, Landry. But there are a lot of
changes going on, and the organization is at a very delicate stage in its
development. We must have a strong, united board working together. I don’t want
to lose half of them because you and Jenkin have ridden roughshod over the
agreed decision-making process.”


Landry stood, moved around to her mom, and put her hands on her
shoulders. She smiled when her mom reached up and held them. “I’m sorry I
didn’t talk to you about it before I left. I figured you had enough pressure
with Priscilla.” There it was. Landry hadn’t wanted to mention her name yet.
She wasn’t sure if she was prepared if the news was anything less than a full
recovery. Equally, the mission had taken priority, and inquiring about Priscilla
as soon as she emerged from the time circle with a stowaway hadn’t seemed like
good form. 


She felt her mom’s body relax beneath her hands and hoped it was
the good sign she interpreted it as.


“Subtle as Thor’s hammer, like always,” her mom said and Landry
heard the smile in her voice.


Landry took a deep breath and sat back in her seat before asking,
“How is she?” She felt her tension tighten in her chest, like she was pinned to
the floor by a four-hundred-pound wrestler.


“Cured.”


A tsunami-like tidal wave of relief washed the wrestler away, and
Landry put her head in her hands. “She’s home?”


“Jade picked her up from me at the station. She’s been home for a
week. I’ve visited them twice to make sure everything is progressing as it
should be. I would’ve liked to keep her here to monitor her recovery, but
equally, I didn’t want to keep her away from her parents for longer than was
absolutely necessary.”


As Landry processed the enormity of what her mom was telling her,
the professional triumph of her mom’s achievement suddenly occurred to her.
She’d been able to fix healthy bodies for three years now, and this had been
the next step, one she’d been working on for decades, but had eluded her. The
ramifications and applications of her progress were huge.


“That’s amazing, Mom. I’m so proud of you.”


Her mom’s tears were a surprising response. “You’ve never said
that to me before.”


Landry grinned to cover the fact she was slightly uncomfortable
with making her mom cry. “It’s a parent’s job to be proud of their kid, not the
other way around. But I’ve always been proud of you, Mom. I should’ve told you
that before.” Landry thought of Caitlin. The last time she’d seen her, Caitlin
had walked out. Landry held no grudge, of course, but she had to admit being
hurt by it. They’d begged her for help, and she’d told them that her help would
mean not being able to see Priscilla while she was undergoing treatment. It was
to be expected that while they’d happily agreed to that at the time, the
reality of not being around her had been too much to bear. “How are Lizbeth and
Caitlin?”


Her mom smiled. “Ecstatic and extremely grateful. They’re looking
forward to seeing you…and so is Jade.”


Landry’s breath caught, and she coughed to clear her throat,
embarrassed at her clichéd response to her lover’s name. She pushed her
desperation to see Jade into the farthest recess of her mind to give her the
mental space to deal with work first. Hearing her name opened the door to her
desires. Landry longed to hold her close and feel her breath on her neck, the
softness of her skin over her taut body, and see the unmistakable look of love
in her eyes. All the things Landry had never particularly craved for more than
the duration of an evening’s dalliance. The love that she’d never envisaged for
her future was now a firm feature in her present.


“None of that means I’m not still mad as hell at both of you.”


Landry smiled at her mom. “But Jackson gets to stay?”


Her mom raised her eyebrows. “You ask as if that were ever a
question. I can’t see the board spending sixty million dollars to send her
back, could you?” She pointed at Jenkin. “And you knew that when you gave her
the tacit go-ahead.”


Jenkin glanced away, looking like a naughty child caught with her
face in mom’s apple pie. “I’m sure you’ll find an inventive way to ensure I pay
for that.”


Landry’s mom smiled back in a way no child ever wanted to see on
their parent’s face. “Okay, so are we done with Jackson because I want to talk
to you both about Delaney?”


“For now. But Brooke is your responsibility, Landry. And the
official response if anyone asks, is that she was an authorized extraction. We
don’t need any other extractors thinking they can pull this kind of shit and
get away with it.”


“Fair enough. Can I delegate orientation to Mason? They get
along.”


Jenkin nodded. “What is it you want to discuss in regard to
Delaney?”


Landry chewed on the inside of her cheek for a moment before
answering. Was she being irrational and letting her emotional attachment to
Delaney rule her thought process? “What’s happening with her?”


“She’s currently being interviewed by Castillo. We’d like to
truly understand what made her take the path she traveled. We’ve accepted
responsibility for not picking up on the warning signs, particularly after she
requested a meeting with the board. We want to make sure we never allow
something like this to ever happen again.”


It was good to hear that Pulsus was claiming some culpability for
Delaney’s actions, and Landry hoped to use that guilt to persuade them to keep
Delaney with them. “And then what?”


Her mom frowned and looked puzzled. “You know what’s next,
Landry. I rewind her memory to before we recruited her.”


“Have you considered the consequences to that course of action?
The disorientation? How will her family react?” Not that her family gave a
rat’s ass how Delaney was. She’d been estranged from them for years. But still,
blood was blood.


“It’s not ideal, we know that,” Jenkin replied. “But it’s not
like we have an abundance of alternatives. We can’t just let her leave the island
and run the risk of her telling the world about us before we’re ready to tell
them ourselves.”


Landry tilted her head. “I’ve got an alternative.”


Both her mom and Jenkin narrowed their eyes and looked distinctly
unconvinced such an option existed that they hadn’t considered. That they
hadn’t responded with an immediate negative was a good sign that they might be
open to entertaining the idea.


“What do you have in mind?” Landry’s mom asked. 


“Delaney is the best operative we’ve ever had, and you know that.
Mom says she can pinpoint memories like she’s selecting scenes from a movie.
Why not just remove the nightmarish mission action and everything from the
Chicago mission? Sign her up for six months with Castillo’s team before you
even give her a sniff of another mission. In the meantime, she trains the
current influx. It’s a win-win situation.”


Neither of them responded. Silence was good. It meant they were
processing rather than dismissing it.


“How would everyone else react to that? We’d just be letting her
return to active duty with no consequences for her actions. What precedent does
that set?”


Landry heard the concern in Jenkin’s voice, but there was a hint
of uncertainty, too. “I think that having a chunk of your memories deleted is a
fairly strong consequence. You said the board accepted responsibility, but
where are their consequences if all you do is delete the problem and remove
Delaney from the island?”


Jenkin shrugged. “Perhaps you have a point.”


“And I’m not proposing returning to mission duty necessarily. But
with Mom’s mind wipe tech being perfected, you’re removing the mutiny but not
losing the soldier. She’ll work with Castillo’s team and won’t go on another
mission until you’re one hundred percent satisfied she’s safe.”


“What about you? Would you be able to fully trust her in the
field with you?”


Her mom’s question was a fair one in the circumstance, but Landry
hadn’t had a full debrief, so they didn’t yet know the full story. “I’ll tell
the whole story when I’m debriefed, but when it came down to it, Delaney risked
her life to save mine. The bullet she took to the chest was meant for me.” 


“Who tried to shoot you?”


Landry smiled at her mom springing to her defense to protect her
cub. “Simson. Jackson was making an approach from behind, and Delaney didn’t
warn her. And when she did pull the trigger, Delaney pushed me out of the way
and took my bullet.” Recounting the story only made Landry even more determined
to make them see the sense of her proposal. It wasn’t the first time Delaney
had saved her ass. And Landry didn’t want it to be the last. “When I’m out in
the field, there’s no one I’d rather have by my side than Delaney. She knows
she’s fucked up, but in the end, she didn’t actually do anything wrong. Nothing
came of her actions.”


Jenkin laughed. “That’s because we authorized an extra
sixty-million-dollar mission to put a stop to them.”


Landry shrugged. Fair
point. “That’s true, yeah, but she made the right choice in the end.
You shouldn’t punish her for something she didn’t end up doing. When she was
faced with the option to go through with her plans, she chose not to. She chose
to save me and forfeited her coup.”


“You’re saying she made a conscious decision to stop what she was
doing?” her mom asked.


“That’s exactly what I’m saying. She’s resigned to losing
everything because of her actions. And that’s what you would be taking from
her—everything. Pulsus is her life. We’re
her family. We owe her this. I
owe her this.”


Landry waited for their response. If she had to, she’d take this
to the board. Delaney deserved a second chance. What had happened wasn’t solely
her fault, and the board knew it. Jenkin and Landry’s mom looked at each other
and shook their heads.


“We’ll have to run it past the board.” Her mom looked pointedly
at Jenkin. “This has to be something that everybody agrees to.”


“But you’ll put forward a strong case?” The future of her best
friend rode on the back of this decision.


“What you’re proposing makes a lot of sense. There doesn’t seem
to be much negative about it,” Jenkin said. “I wonder, though, if we should be
concerned about how other operatives and staff will respond. Will they accept
such a decision and be fine with it?”


Landry nodded. “Delaney’s well liked and highly respected by the
team. I think doing anything other than this and you risk a schism.” Simson was
disposable and wouldn’t be missed. If anything, her disappearance might well be
celebrated. “Doing this shows the board in a very favorable light. You
recognized your responsibility for some of what happened, and you’re doing
something about it. It’ll go some way to bridging the gap between the generals
and the soldiers, you know? You’ve seen something go wrong, and you’re putting
safeguards in place to make sure it never happens again. And you’re not
abdicating your social responsibility to Delaney by sweeping her under the
carpet.” Landry’s mom and Jenkin were nodding as she spoke. It made perfect
sense. Now that the ball was rolling and it was looking positive, she could
talk to Delaney about it and quash the specter of her memories being taken away
from her. Landry had deliberately neglected to mention Ilsa again. She wanted
the keeping or losing of those memories to be Delaney’s decision. It was a
choice Landry was glad she didn’t have to face.


Chapter Thirty

 

 

 


The firm rap on the door woke Delaney from a satisfying
slumber. It was the first half-decent sleep she felt like she’d had in months.
Her first instinct was to berate the intruder until the door opened and Landry
stepped in. Relief flooded over her like a warm and welcome tropical rainstorm.


“Hey, buddy, what’re you doing sleeping on the job?” Landry
smiled, punched Delaney on the shoulder, and sat in the armchair beside her.
She put the two cups of coffee she’d been holding in her other hand on the
table between them. 


Delaney swung her legs to the floor and sat back on the sofa.
“Talking about my emotions is more tiring than a fifteen-mile hike with an
eighty-pound pack on my back. Have you had a nap yet?” Dark circles under
Landry’s eyes indicated she hadn’t.


“Other than the twenty minutes in the regen pod, not yet. There’s
been a lot to talk about with Jenkin, and I wanted to sort it out before I came
to see you.”


Delaney waited for her to continue, unsure whether she should
share her plan to escape or listen to what Landry had been trying to organize. Honesty. If she’d
learned anything from all of this, it was that Landry had her back. She picked
up her cup and took a sip. “I’m glad you’re here. I want to run something by
you.”


“Okay.” Landry settled back into her chair and propped her legs
up on the coffee table. “Talk to me.”


“I can’t do this, Landry. I can’t just lie back and let them
steal my memories. I know I’ve done wrong, but I don’t need to lose my sense of
self to reinforce that.” Tell
her. “I have to get off this island before they do it. Will you help
me…or at least, not stand in my way?”


Landry leaned forward. “What if there’s another way?”


“I don’t see it. I either get away before they wipe my mind or I
lose my mind. It’s not like there’s a multitude of options.”


Landry shook her head and put her hand on Delaney’s shoulder.
“I’ve spoken to Jenkin and my mom. I’ve asked them to consider just mind-wiping
the run up to the Chicago mission and keep you on the island, training other
operatives until you’re ready and willing to go back on missions. What do you
think?”


Delaney could see the prospect excited Landry, and it was an
unexpected option that meant she wouldn’t lose Landry…or Ilsa. “What have you
told them about Ilsa?”


“Nothing. I mentioned a little of it to Jackson and Mason in
passing, but they don’t have enough information to say anything. I wanted you
to be in control of whether or not you lose that memory.” Landry sighed deeply.
“When I thought Mom had wiped Jade’s mind, I was terrified. The thought of her
no longer knowing who I was, what we’d shared, who we were together, shattered
me.”


Landry’s honesty reinforced that Delaney had made the right
decision to trust her with her thoughts of escape. “I don’t know what I want to
do about her. I know the easy thing would be to erase that part of the mission,
but I feel like I’m a better person because of what Ilsa and I shared. I don’t
think I want to lose that.” Delaney thought of their time together, in and out
of bed. The sex had been amazing, yes, but it was a part of a much bigger
connection on an emotional level that Delaney had never experienced before, not
even with Landry. Comparing the two was like comparing silk and granite. She
realized that now. Landry had been an obsession, a friendship she hadn’t known
before that she’d mistaken for something deeper. But the depth of intimacy
she’d had with Ilsa was in another time zone altogether. “I know I can’t ever
be with her, but I want to feel that way again. Not yet, for sure. I’ve got to
grieve my loss. But if I lose that part of myself, it really was all for
nothing.”


“I get that. If you let someone in and really open up, they leave
an indelible mark on you, and you’re enriched as a person because of them.”


Delaney bounced forward on her sofa. “Exactly. And if I let my
memories of Ilsa go, and the me I was when I was with her, how long will it be
before I allow myself to be that open again? Because I won’t know how fucking
fantastic I felt.”


Landry shrugged. “I wish I had the answers for you, buddy, but
I’m trying to figure out this love thing, too.” She drank her coffee in one
slug and pushed the mug back on the table. “It does sound like you’ve already
made up your mind though. Ilsa can’t possibly be a part of your physical life,
but you can keep her alive in your head. You can live the way you would’ve
because of the effect she had on you.”


Delaney shook her head. “Who’d have thought me and you would ever
have a conversation as fucking soppy as this shit?”


Landry laughed. “Not me. Could be this is some crazy alternative
reality and this isn’t actually us.”


Delaney smiled at the thought. If
only it were. Perhaps then, she’d have more control of her own life
and could choose a happy ending for herself. They sat in companionable silence,
and Delaney was grateful Landry was allowing her to drive the conversation. She
drifted back to Landry’s plan. Her proposal relied on a collective decision of
the board. Delaney couldn’t take that chance. “What if they don’t go for it?
What if they’re too scared of me going down the same road?” For all of
Castillo’s talk about Pulsus wanting to learn and not repeat mistakes, surely
that would mean eliminating the original source of the problem?


“Dee, they know they fucked up with you. They realized they
didn’t look after you when there were warning signs, and this gives them the
chance to make up for that.”


Delaney wanted what Landry was proposing. She’d get to stay at
Pulsus doing what she loved, and she wouldn’t lose Landry’s friendship. “Could
you trust me again, in the field, with your life?”


Landry shook her head as if Delaney had asked the most ridiculous
question she could ever think of.


“I’ll admit that I thought I’d lost you for a while, Dee, but
when it really came down to it, you were there. You’ve always been there, and I
don’t want to imagine a Pulsus mission without you by my side. One was enough.”


“I want to buy what you’re selling, Landry, I really do. But this
is my life we’re talking about. What if the board says no and I’m taken by
force for the mind wipe? What if you can’t stop them and now is my only chance
to escape?” There were just too many variables. She needed Landry to help her
escape.


“If the board doesn’t go for it, which I think is a big if, I’ll
help you get off the island.”


Delaney could see Landry was genuine, but had she thought through
the consequences fully? “What about your mom? Isn’t your loyalty to her and
Pulsus?”


Landry shrugged. “Mom and I are in the best place we’ve been for
a long time. But if it comes to you having to escape, we’ll make it look like I
didn’t have a choice. You won’t need to worry about the consequences. I’d
handle them.”


Delaney shook her head. “I don’t deserve you as a friend.”


She evaded the punch Landry threw her way. “Don’t talk shit. I
wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for you. You’re my chosen family, Dee. I’ll
do whatever I need to do. I just can’t bear to think of you out there, not
being you. And you won’t be, not if I have anything to do with it.”


Landry had never let her down before. She’d saved Delaney’s ass
just as many times, if not more, than she’d saved Landry. “If I’m sticking
around to see how your plan pans out, I want a solid escape route worked out
now.”


“Fair play. Let’s do it.”


Delaney sighed, glad to have Landry back on her side. The future
seemed much less scary not having to face it alone.


Chapter Thirty-one

 

 

 


Brooke shifted in the leather chair she’d settled in over
half an hour ago. There were five seating options in the small room, and since
she’d been left alone, she’d tried all of them before finally deciding on this
one.


She was a little irritated by the supposed welcoming committee.
She couldn’t be mad at Donovan. It’d become clear she’d taken a huge risk by
bringing Brooke back with her, but she exhibited a devil-may-care attitude to
her mom and the boss. Brooke had gathered from the heated conversation that
went on around her as if she wasn’t even there, that Jenkin, the boss, had kind
of given Donovan permission to bring Brooke back by not expressly forbidding
it. Donovan’s mom, Elena, seemed angry because the whole board hadn’t been
given the opportunity to discuss the potential of her return.


Donovan made a great case for her; it was so convincing she even
had Brooke agreeing that she’d earned the right to this once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity that it seemed no one before her had ever been afforded.


Elena had decided they should continue their discussion without
Brooke, which made sense since she hadn’t been given the option of saying
anything for herself. The fact that she’d passed out and been only vaguely
conscious for much of their conversation might have been a contributing factor.
Donovan instructed her to stay there and not move. Brooke had assumed that she
hadn’t meant it literally though, and the excitement of what was beyond those
doors and the world outside had her shifting from chair to chair in a futile
attempt to keep herself occupied. There was nothing in the room to capture her
attention. No books, TV, or computer. What
does the internet look like now? Technology moved so fast, Brooke
couldn’t begin to grasp the potential of what lay beyond those doors, and the
anticipation was driving her insane.


She tapped her feet on the floor and tried to think of the lyrics
to her favorite song, but they eluded her. She wondered if memory loss was a
side effect of the time travel. Would all her memories fade because she wasn’t
meant to be in this time at
this time? Slightly panicked, she pulled out her wallet and checked
the photograph of her family. She’d seen a time travel movie once where people
in photographs faded, and she was relieved to see her dad, mom, and sister all
present and correct. Would she look at this in days to come and not recognize
their faces? Jesus, I
should’ve asked more questions.


Nails tapping on the door window distracted her from a spiraling
anxiety. Seeing Makenzie peering in felt strangely settling, and she leapt up
from her chair to let her in.


“Thought you might appreciate a friendly face.”


Brooke blew out her cheeks. “You’re okay with me being here,
then?” She really hoped so. She wanted to have the chance to get to know
Makenzie and was worried she’d blown it by not being truthful with her about
coming to her time.


Makenzie grabbed Brooke’s arm, pulled her out of the room, and
closed the door. “Of course I am. If Landry Donovan wants you here, it’s
definitely not for me to disagree.” She held up an open pack of Twizzlers.
“Want one of these? Black cherry and mascarpone—only invented two years ago.
You look like you could appreciate that kind of flavor.”


Makenzie grinned and Brooke’s heart raced. Her smile animated her
face, making her both beautiful and incredibly cute at the same time. Brooke
had no love for black cherry but took one of the twisted sticks of candy
anyway. It wasn’t as if she expected Makenzie to be easily offended, but she
didn’t want to appear rude. “Thanks. I love candy.” I love candy? Jesus. Makenzie still held
Brooke’s arm and led her along the corridor back toward what she’d named the
landing room. No doubt it had some fancy clever name, but that’d do for now.
“You’re not sending me back already?” 


Makenzie shook her head. “Nope. I’m taking you to the health
suite. We’ve got to make sure you don’t have any communicable diseases before
we release you into our general population.”


Brooke let out a short laugh. “Like rabies?”


“Who knows what you picked up from rolling around in someone’s
bed.”


Makenzie glanced at her quickly, too quick for Brooke to attempt
to decipher the look on her face. Why would she care whose bed she’d been rolling
around in? “That’s not my bag.” The need to explain her pre-Makenzie behavior
didn’t make sense, but then neither did Makenzie’s insinuation that Brooke
might be a player. She noticed a half smile form and then drift away. Brooke
chewed on her candy stick to keep her from saying or asking anything stupid,
though she had questions she was desperate for answers to. Donovan had given
her thirty minutes back in the factory pre-jump, and she’d asked as many
questions as she could think of, but now that she was here, so many more had
occurred to her.


“Don’t you have any questions?”


Great. Now
she thinks I’m stupid because I haven’t asked anything. “Sure, I’ve
got plenty, but I was saving them for the chief.”


“The chief’s passed you on to me for now while she deals with the
Delaney situation. I’ve been asked to orient you.”


Quality
time. “Cool.”


Makenzie looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “You can relax, you
know. You’ve already been authorized to stay.”


“I am relaxed.” She cursed herself, knowing the speed of her
response illustrated otherwise. Brooke smiled at her with a knowing look. 


“Really? I’d be interested to see what uptight looks like, then.”
She stopped at some double doors that opened automatically. “Here we are. Let’s
see how contagious you are.”


Brooke tilted her head. Ah,
come on. “Let’s hope I’ve not already given you something.” She
cringed as soon as the words left her mouth. Like
an STD? I’m so goddamn smooth.


Makenzie gave her that look again and shook her head before
entering the room. Brooke followed silently, convinced she was making a
complete fool of herself and keeping her mouth shut would probably be the best
course of action if she were to ever save the situation.


“Hey, Dr. Sal, this is the new recruit Jenkin should’ve messaged
you about. Did you get the details?”


Makenzie addressed the back of a lab-coated man slumped over some
vials of colored liquid that Brooke couldn’t place. He pushed away from his
desk and spun around on his chair. He pushed a stray clump of hair back over
his balding head and stuck out his hand.


“Brooke Jackson? The FBI agent from Chicago?”


She clasped his hand and was pleasantly surprised by his vigorous
handshake. “That’s me. Pleased to meet you.”


Makenzie sat in an empty chair and put her feet on a stool.


“So no doctor-patient confidentiality?” Brooke looked at
Makenzie, and she simply smiled back. It was one of those smiles that came
naturally to certain women and made Brooke as malleable as air-dry clay in
their hands. She pushed away the mental image of being in Makenzie’s hands and
switched her attention back to the doctor. “Where do we start?”


Dr. Sal pulled a metal clipboard from the table beside him and
zipped through around ten pages of questions on her health, her family history,
and her diet. She answered honestly and diligently, but the whole time, she was
watching Makenzie in her peripheral vision, trying to gauge her reaction to
Brooke’s answers, particularly the really personal ones about her sex life.


“I was told you fainted?” Dr. Sal stated but made it sound like
more of a question.


Fainted. He made it sound weak, and Brooke didn’t want Makenzie
to think of her that way. “I passed out.” Because
that sounds so much better. “Is that not usual for a first-time
jumper?” She savored her last few words. She was now a time traveler. That
would impress any other woman she’d ever met, but Makenzie already seemed like
a seasoned jumper.


“Side-effects can vary depending on the physical health and
mental strength of the jumper in question.” Dr. Sal tapped his pen on his
clipboard. “It’s not unusual.”


Great. Now
I sound mentally weak. “What happened to you on your first jump?”
Maybe she didn’t want to know the answer.


“I was violently sick,” Makenzie replied and winked.


Brooke didn’t know whether the wink meant she was joking or
whether it was a camaraderie thing and she was trying to put Brooke at ease.
“Seriously? You’re not saying that to make me feel better?” Brooke’s mom had
always said, if you want to know something, ask. She’d never been one for
playing games, but in the FBI, she’d had to be careful about who she trusted
with her questions. Some perceived it to be weakness and tried to exploit it.
Makenzie didn’t seem like that kind of person, and Brooke’s judgment rarely
missed the mark.


Makenzie smiled genuinely. “Seriously. But I’m a newbie and I’ve
only done six jumps, in and out. I still get pretty nauseous, but the chief
told me she does too.” She glanced at the doctor. “I don’t think anybody’s got
the gall to tell Landry Donovan she’s weak, in mind or body.”


Brooke returned her smile, grateful for her honesty and lack of
machismo, though Makenzie had every right to brag. There were hundreds of
thousands of soldiers the world over, but she was a time traveling soldier. It
made Brooke wonder how big this operation actually was.


“I need you to strip down to the minimum amount of clothing
you’re comfortable with. I need a full body scan, internal and external.”


Brooke froze at the doctor’s matter-of-fact request. “Internal?”


Makenzie reached over and placed her hand gently on Brooke’s
shoulder. “Don’t worry. He doesn’t mean it literally. The machine is capable of
the internal scan with no invasive procedure. Clothes just slow it down some.”


Brooke relaxed a little from the involuntary full body spasm
she’d gone into. She looked around for a changing cubicle or a privacy curtain,
something to preserve her modesty.


As if Makenzie had read her mind, she said, “Are you shy?”


Her tone was teasing and a cheeky grin accompanied her words. She
made Brooke smile in spite of her discomfort at having to get naked. It wasn’t
like she hadn’t already thought about shedding her clothes in front of
Makenzie, but it was under entirely different circumstances and in far more
ambient lighting than the harsh fluorescents that would wash out her skin and
highlight every flaw. “Err, I guess I am.”


“You need to lose that. You’re a soldier now, no place for
shyness…or vanity.”


Dr. Sal shook his head. “You don’t need—”


“Yes, I do.” Makenzie shot him a look that made him turn back to
his desk and begin to fiddle with his workstation. She turned her attention
back to Brooke. “The quicker your clothes are off, the faster the doc can get
the scan finished.”


Brooke decided to ignore the possibility that Makenzie actually
didn’t have to be present in the room while this was going on and didn’t
analyze her intentions. She swallowed hard. Crap.
Makenzie would be able to see the fairy tattoo on her hip. She always liked to
explain it before anyone saw it. She wished she’d just had it lasered off. She
took the hem of her T-shirt and pulled it quickly over her head. As swiftly as
she could, she unbuckled her belt, undid her jeans, and tossed them on a nearby
chair, all the while staring straight ahead at what she assumed was the body
scanner and avoiding eye contact with Makenzie. She was mildly disappointed
when she didn’t hear any murmurs of appreciation as she undressed, but checked
herself. Makenzie was a professional, not a horny teenager with a crazy crush
on the new girl at school. Boots.
She tried to toe her boots off but they wouldn’t budge, so she turned away
slightly as she bent over, self-conscious about flashing her breasts Makenzie’s
way. It wasn’t much of a choice. She ended up sticking her ass toward her
instead, but she’d been told enough times that she had a great butt not to
worry so much about Makenzie’s reaction. A few awkward moments later, and she
stood stripped down to her chonies with her arm across her chest to cover her
nipples.


“Lie down and place your arms by your side.” Dr. Sal pointed
toward the scanner, and she did as instructed. “Don’t be alarmed when the bed
retracts. You’ll stay in place.”


“What?” She felt the glass slide from beneath her, and her body
felt weightless, suspended in midair. She struggled to resist the temptation to
move around and test the machine’s ability to keep her supported. She didn’t
want to end up sprawled on the floor in an ungainly naked heap. A tiny machine
appeared above her head, before zooming up and down her body, moving an inch to
the side and doing the same again until the top of her body had been captured.
It disappeared from view, but she could hear its low-key hum grow louder each
time it reached the underside of her head. She marveled at its speed and the
amount of information it was catching, but then worried if it might have picked
up something she didn’t know about. She didn’t know of any hereditary diseases,
but her parents had died when they were young. What if there was something they
hadn’t told her about?


The cold glass slipped beneath her again, and she swung her legs
over the side to stand. Makenzie was two feet in front of her holding her
T-shirt out. Brooke snatched it back a little too eagerly and pulled it on. She
was sure Makenzie had a lustful, hungry look, but she was too embarrassed to
even attempt to reciprocate, certain that she’d end up looking like she had a
gimpy twitch rather than producing a seductive wink. Makenzie turned away, and
Brooke quickly redressed.


“You’re all clear for active training,” said Dr. Sal, spinning
around to face her.


“Wow. That was quick.” She peered over his shoulder to look at
the screen, but he waved her away.


“It’s nothing you’d understand.”


Brooke raised her eyebrow as she looked at a monitor full of
ticks and green bars. “I can be interested even if I can’t decipher it, Doc.”


“Of course. Sorry. Sometimes my bedside manner is lacking.” He
pushed away from his desk and allowed Brooke to lean in.


He was right, obviously. None of it made sense, but it was a big
relief to see there was nothing standing between her and a new career.


Makenzie took her by the upper arm again and pulled her toward
the door. “The doc is used to dumb soldiers, Brooke. We’ve got plenty of other
stuff to do without being bogged down with this, especially since you’ve got a
clean bill of health.”


“Thanks, Doc.” Brooke let herself be guided out of the room by
Makenzie. She liked her touch, even if it was functional. She was used to being
told what to do by a female superior, but she’d never had one this hot before,
and being pulled around by her wasn’t at all unpleasant or unwelcome. If ever
it was appropriate, she’d be thanking Donovan for giving Makenzie the job of
her orientation. After the initial hostile welcome, Makenzie was a very nice
change of pace.


Chapter Thirty-two

 

 

 


Landry stepped off the train, and Garrett slapped her on the
back.


“Say hi to that little princess for me.”


She nodded. “Sure thing, hoss.” He’d been desperate to regale her
with his tale of how fabulous Priscilla looked, and how he couldn’t believe she
was the same sick little girl Landry had brought to the island two weeks
before. She’d smiled and made the right responses in the blank spaces he left.
Honestly, she’d wanted him to shut the hell up. She disliked that he’d gotten
to see her before Landry. “See you in the morning.”


She grabbed her bag and settled the strap across her chest. She
took the steps to the hidden exit two at a time, craving that first hit of
Frisco-fresh air. More than that, she was desperate to see Jade, who she’d
arranged to meet in the regular station’s parking lot. She was confident
Delaney would stay put, Mason had confirmed she was handling Brooke’s
orientation with no issues, and the board was meeting to discuss her proposal.
There was little to do other than wait, so she took the opportunity to spend
the evening with Jade.


She flashed her card on the exit panel and the door swung open to
reveal Jade waiting on the other side.


“Hey, lover.” She jumped into Landry’s arms and wrapped her legs
around her waist, pushing Landry’s bag out of the way. “I couldn’t wait the
extra few minutes it’d take your slow ass to get to the car.”


Landry grinned and kissed her. “God, I’ve missed you.” She kicked
the door closed behind her and Jade unraveled herself. “Take me home.”


“Your place or mine?” Jade hooked her arm inside Landry’s and
kissed her shoulder.


They walked for a little while as Landry decided where home was. Is it wherever you are?
“Yours. I want some alone time before I see the girls.”


“Are you sure? They can’t wait to see you, especially Caitlin.
She’s feeling pretty shitty about the way she treated you before you left.”


Jade led Landry to a sturdy-looking SUV in metallic iridescent
paint.


“That’s a little different from your last ride.” Landry shielded
her eyes, as if the paint job was blinding. It wasn’t lost on her that Jade had
chosen an electric model that was top of its class in safety, but she didn’t
comment. There was nothing like a close shave with Death’s scythe to make you
reconsider how you lived.


Jade shrugged and climbed in. “I’m a colorful woman. Lucy
reflects that.”


Landry laughed as she got in the passenger side. “You’ve named
your car Lucy?”


Jade started the car and joined the slow traffic heading south
across the bridge. “Are you going to answer my question or just dance around it
with small talk?”


Landry smiled. She appreciated Jade’s way of never letting the
elephant in the room go without acknowledgement. “Caitlin has nothing to
apologize for.”


Jade snorted. “She damn well does. And Lizbeth won’t be happy until
Caitlin’s gotten down on her knees and begged your forgiveness.” Jade glanced
sideways at Landry and tutted. “Stop picturing me on my knees. I don’t beg for
anything.”


Shame.
“Caught me.” Landry leaned over the center console and nibbled Jade’s bare arm.
“Seriously though, I understand why she reacted the way she did. I can’t
imagine how hard it was for them, not being able to see their baby while she
was so ill.”


Jade shook her head. “That’s not the way Lizbeth sees it. You
told them the parameters that came with your offer of help.”


Landry sighed and looked out the window across the Bay. The
familiar Frisco fog wrapped the landscape in a cozy blanket. She bet Priscilla
would be wrapped in bubble wrap for a good while until Lizbeth calmed and was
convinced that her baby was fully healed. Caitlin had every right to her
emotions and reactions. Landry knew there was no malice in them. It really was
nothing personal.


“I don’t want this to cause any problems between those two.
Having Priscilla back safe should bring them closer, not drive them apart.”
Landry didn’t want to contemplate their relationship failing. Since she’d met
them, she’d always loved the stable volatility of their partnership. It was
nothing she’d coveted. Until Jade, a sexual relationship that lasted longer
than two nights was an alien concept and something she’d never sought for
herself. But Lizbeth and Caitlin suited each other. They were a team, each with
traits complementing and supporting the other. Landry believed they could be
that rare forever couple.


Jade’s warm hand on her thigh brought Landry back into the
moment. She placed her own hand on top and squeezed gently.


“It won’t be a problem as long as Caitlin apologizes. I think
that’s just the way it has to be for Lizbeth.”


“Does Caitlin want to apologize?” Lizbeth was headstrong, and it
was clear she ran their relationship. It seemed to work mainly because Caitlin
was so laid back. But if she was being forced to do something she fundamentally
disagreed with, would she be strong enough to stand her ground?


“Of course she does. She feels totally foolish. Christ, Landry,
you saved her life and now you’ve saved her kid’s life. She says she’s been an
‘ungrateful cock,’ and she’s desperate to make things right with you.”


Landry said nothing for a while as Jade navigated them through
the early evening traffic and onto the coastal route to her house. 


“I still want to be selfish and spend this time with you before I
go to see them. I have to be back on the island in the morning.”


“About that, what’s going on? Was the mission a success?”


“Do you want the long version or the short version?” Landry
already knew the answer. Jade had told her she loved detail, and she wanted to
imagine every moment so she could create her own movie version in her head.


Jade grinned, lifted her hand, and slapped Landry lightly on her
thigh. “Have you been away from me so long you’ve already forgotten everything
about me?”


Landry turned sideways in her seat, reached over, and caressed
the back of Jade’s neck. “I couldn’t forget a single thing about you if I
tried.”


Jade laughed. “You’ve certainly not forgotten how to be
sickeningly sweet.”


Landry smiled before retelling the story of the mission. Jade’s
reactions and murmurs of exclamation and surprise amused Landry. She was used
to sharing her missions in detail in the debrief, but the audience had never
been as animated or interested as Jade was.


“I love the way you tell a story. You could so make these
missions into a book. I would read the hell out of that.”


Landry smiled at Jade’s playfulness despite the serious nature of
the mission. “So you see why I can’t just come back for my usual post-mission
break.”


Jade nodded slowly as she took the turn up to her house. “I
totally get it, baby. You don’t stack shelves for a living, I know that.” She
stopped the engine and turned to Landry, for once, a serious look in her eyes.
“I’m scared. Every moment you’re away from me, I wonder if I’ll ever get to see
you again.”


“I know, babe. I feel it, too. But I use it. It makes me even
more determined to get home to you, to us.” Landry leaned in and kissed her. “I
have to get home to what we’ve got.” Her declaration felt like a clichéd light
bulb moment. Landry had been concerned that her feelings for Jade would
interfere with her ability to get the job done. But in the face of such a
threat, Landry had held firm. She wouldn’t have broken, no matter what Simson
did to her. Landry was stronger because
of her love for Jade. The danger to Jade’s life had cemented her resilience and
made it impossible for her to give up the location of the PRU to Delaney. She
would rather have died than allow their plans to endanger Jade’s life. Her mom
had been right about it being a scenario that would never be repeated. It was
impossible for Jade to be used against her on any normal mission because no one
knew a thing about Landry, her history, or her present. Before Jade, Landry had
been blasé about her life and her survival, almost as if her own life hadn’t
really mattered. But now, she had something to come home to other than an empty
apartment and an ever-revolving carousel of different women. She had Jade, and
she had her love. It was no small thing. Landry was aware of its presence like
a trapeze artist knew the safety net was beneath them. It didn’t make her weak
because Jade was there. It made the tough decisions easier because whatever
happened, Jade would catch her.


Jade broke away from the kiss and looked at Landry. The depth of
her love was clear, sending Landry a siren’s call from her soul. She got out of
the car, and Landry joined her at the front door.


“Food or bed?” Jade opened the door, and Landry followed her in
before softly closing it behind them.


Landry had eaten a protein bar and drunk a mug of coffee since
returning. Her stomach felt empty and neglected, but it hadn’t growled for
attention yet. “Any chance we can do both?”


Jade took Landry’s hand and led her into the kitchen. “Let’s just
feed you, and then I’ll take you up to bed to work it off.” She pushed Landry
onto a barstool. “Sit there, and I’ll fix us something quick.”


“You’re going to cook for me?”


“Even I
can scramble eggs.”


Jade moved around the kitchen almost aimlessly. Landry watched
amused as it took her five cupboards before she located a frying pan. She
opened and closed three more before she sourced flour tortillas.


“Lucky all the utensils are on your island.” Landry pointed to
the various steel pots of ladles and wooden spoons positioned neatly alongside
the gas-top stove. Jade stuck out her tongue and opened the fridge to retrieve
eggs, milk, and a variety of fresh vegetables.


It wasn’t pretty, nor did Jade make it look easy, but after ten
minutes, she placed a plate of egg tortilla wraps in front of Landry along with
a bottle of salsa verde. She looked pretty pleased with herself, and Landry
smiled. “That looks amazing.” She opened a wrap and dotted it with the salsa. 


“You don’t have to lie.” Jade sliced a piece of her own wrap and
popped it into her mouth. “Though it does taste pretty good.” 


Landry didn’t have to lie; the wraps looked and tasted great.
She’d devoured one and was halfway through her second before she registered how
hungry she must have been. She also realized that other than the “I’ve missed
you,” they hadn’t talked about how Jade was doing. Landry got up and took a
zero soda from the fridge. “Do you want anything?”


Jade swallowed a mouthful of food before she answered, “I’ll
share yours.”


Landry took a long drink, wondering if the reason they hadn’t
talked about how Jade was because there was a problem. “We’ve talked about
everybody else—how have you been?”


Jade didn’t look up from her plate and chased a piece of
scrambled egg around the plate. “The usual. Training, friendlies, and building
up to next season.”


“Have you visited your family?”


“Yeah. Everyone’s okay…”


Landry reached across and touched Jade’s hand as she raised
another forkful of food to her mouth. “Babe…what’s wrong?” A hundred things
could be the issue, but Landry didn’t want to jump to the conclusion her
insecurity about their relationship might drive her toward.


“Nothing. What makes you think something’s wrong?”


Landry laughed gently. “We’ve run through everybody else’s
issues, but we haven’t talked about how you’ve been these past few weeks.”


Jade shook her head. “There’s nothing exciting to talk about.”


“And is that the problem?”


Jade smiled and looked rueful. Landry wondered if Jade was
carrying the team’s disappointment in their last season. She was brought in as
the team’s savior, but it hadn’t quite panned out.


“Kind of…”


Jade was quiet for a moment, and Landry didn’t speak. She wanted
Jade to relinquish her fears without questioning, and she didn’t want to put
words that weren’t there into her head.


“I feel like my life is insignificant.”


Landry waited for more, but Jade said nothing. “Compared to
what?” she asked gently.


“Compared to everyone else’s.” She tossed her fork on her plate
and crossed her arms. “You’re out there saving the world, and I throw a bag of
wind into a hanging bundle of rope. Knowing what you do has put a whole new perspective on
my life.”


Landry suppressed a smile. Jade looked adorable when she was
feeling sorry for herself. “Do you want to save the world?”


“God, no. Being a soldier or spy never appealed to me, even as a
kid.” She uncrossed her arms and grabbed Landry’s hand. “That doesn’t mean that
I don’t realize that I’m incapable of making a difference.”


Landry stroked the top of Jade’s hand, following the raised veins
with her fingertips and feeling how soft and vulnerable she was despite her
smart-mouthed exterior. “You make a difference in other ways. You inspire
people to take up a sport, and you bring them together as a community.”


Jade nodded. “I know. And I value that. I’m privileged to get to
play basketball and be paid to entertain people. It’s just that in comparison
to what you’re doing, it feels as valuable as pole dancing.” She put her head
on Landry’s hands and groaned. “I’ll get over it. It’s just some days, what you
do really hits home.”


Landry pulled a hand from beneath Jade’s head and slowly ran her
fingers through her hair. This was the first time Jade had shown her
vulnerability. It struck her that this was what serious relationships entailed,
the ability to be completely open without fear of judgement. “Thank you.”


Jade looked up. “For what?”


Landry leaned down and kissed her. “For trusting me enough to
share your fears.”


“This relationship stuff really is new to you, isn’t it? You’re
not even acting.” Jade stood, moved around behind Landry, and wrapped her arms
around Landry’s waist. She began a trail of slow kisses across the back of
Landry’s neck.


“It is
new. But I like it.” She turned on her stool to face Jade and pulled her
closer.


“Like is a very muted word. I like that I can order groceries
without leaving my sofa.” Jade bit the side of Landry’s neck, and she sighed in
response. “I like that my TV has three hundred channels.” She placed her hand
between Landry’s legs and pushed firmly on the seam of her jeans. “I like that
I can clap my hands for the lights to go on and off.” Her other hand squeezed
Landry’s breast. “But I love this.” She kissed her hard and pulled on Landry’s
bottom lip with her teeth. “And I love the way you soften in my arms when
you’re horny.” 


Landry stood and picked Jade up. She wrapped her legs around
Landry’s waist and twisted her hand in Landry’s hair. 


“What do you want me to say?” Landry whispered, her voice husky
with desire.


“You should know exactly what I need to hear.”


Landry pressed Jade against the fridge door and traced her tongue
around Jade’s ear. “Even though I’m new to this? You don’t think I should get
some more lessons before I’m expected to know exactly what to say?”


Jade squeezed her strong thighs around Landry’s stomach, and she
could feel Jade’s heat against her abs. It was almost too tight to breathe
easy.


“I think you’re a fast learner, and this comes naturally to you.”
She pulled Landry’s head back by her hair and caressed her lips with her thumb.
Landry nipped at it, so she drew it away and pressed her lips to Landry’s.


“How about I take you upstairs and you come naturally for me?”
Landry probed her tongue between Jade’s lips, becoming more passionate. Landry
broke off. “I love you, Jade Carter.”


Jade released Landry’s hair and used both hands to hold Landry’s
face. “That’s what I’m talking about.” She grinned widely.


Landry hitched Jade up farther into her arms and headed out of
the kitchen to Jade’s bedroom. This was the hero’s welcome she needed.


Chapter Thirty-three

 

 

 


Delaney woke from her dream sweating. For a good while now,
that hadn’t been a good thing. Reliving her missions invariably focused on the
dire elements of her actions. She grinned as she sleepily realized Ilsa had
visited her for a few hours, and she tried to grasp on to the memories of their
encounter as they slipped away as if fog in the wind. Her grin faded into a
grimace. How could she be satisfied with unconscious trysts for the rest of her
life? Maybe wiping her memory of Ilsa would be the best course of action.
Knowledge was only useful if it didn’t torment every waking moment. 


She swung her legs out of bed, grateful that she’d been allowed
to return to her house while the board discussed Landry’s proposal. It was one
of the few places she could truly relax. Here, she could imagine pulling Ilsa
into her body, as close as two people could be, and falling asleep with her
head against Ilsa’s back. It felt permanent in a way no other place did, and if
she tried hard enough, she could almost smell Ilsa’s delicate perfume.


Delaney pulled on a pair of sweats and swapped her tank for a
fresh one. She headed to the kitchen for some breakfast and thought again about
leaving the island. If she wanted to, she could get off this place with
relatively little effort, but she’d promised Landry that she’d wait for the
board’s decision. She’d drifted to sleep wondering if she’d made the right
call. Her thoughts of Ilsa didn’t help, but there was no way she could get back
to her, not without hijacking a jump room and sending herself back to 1942. She
opened the fridge door and pulled out a bottle of fresh orange juice. Would that even be possible?
Their first mission had run with just Jenkin and Elena in the room. If she
could figure out how to open a time circle and program it to the time she left
Ilsa, they could be together again. If she took a PRU with her, could she
program it to take them back to a place other than to Pulsus?


Someone knocked on the door, startling her into nearly dropping
the juice. She looked around the fridge door to see Landry. She’d probably
think Delaney was crazy to be entertaining these thoughts. Delaney had kept her
deliberations to herself last time and no good had come of it. She approached
the door to let Landry in. Should
I let you in my head this time?


“Shit, shower, and shave time, buddy. The board wants to meet us
at eleven.”


Landry looked relaxed. Delaney wished she could feel even half as
comfortable. “Do you know what they’re going to say?”


Landry shook her head. “Mom called to let me know about the
meeting, and I said I’d prefer if I came around to let you know. That’s okay,
right?”


“Sure, but I thought you’d still be busy off-island with Jade.”
Delaney raised her eyebrow, certain that Landry would’ve been getting down and
dirty with Jade if she had the chance. The grin on Landry’s face confirmed her
thought.


“We spent the afternoon and night together, but I grabbed the
train home as soon as Mom called.”


Delaney smiled at the easy exchange. There were no loaded or
barbed comments, and it felt good not
to feel jealous of Jade anymore. She couldn’t help but be envious of their
relationship though. She was sure she and Ilsa could’ve had something similar,
given the opportunity. 


“Are you okay?” Landry asked.


Delaney snapped back to reality. “Other than the obvious, yeah.
Why?”


“You were looking right through me…” Landry walked beyond her and
sat on Delaney’s couch.


Delaney didn’t fill in Landry’s deliberate pause. She had to find
out what the board decided before she continued to contemplate her earlier
musings. Love was making her irrational, but if there were no other options,
irrational could be the only way to go.


“Juice?” Delaney wandered back to the kitchen and pulled out two
glasses. 


“That’s good to hear. No whiskey chaser?” Landry relaxed back
into her seat and put her feet on the table.


“I’m saving that until after the meeting.” She poured the juice
and came to sit on the chair opposite Landry. “How did things go with Jade and
the kid?”


Landry took a long drink before she answered. “You really want to
know?”


Delaney could hear the hesitation in Landry’s question and didn’t
blame her. It hadn’t been that long since she’d threatened to have Kondo commit
unspeakable acts on Jade. “I really want to know. Living vicariously is all
I’ve got for the moment.” She tried to bite back the sadness of her statement,
but she could see from Landry’s expression that she hadn’t managed it.


“It’s going to be okay, buddy. I promise.”


Delaney smiled. “I know.” One
way or another, maybe it will. “Now spill.”


Landry put her glass on the table beside her and stretched out.
“Everything with Jade is going great. It’s weird, opening up and being exposed,
but feeling stronger for it.”


“And the sex?”


Landry grinned. “Off the fucking charts amazing…are you sure you
want to hear this?”


Delaney nodded. “I do. Honestly, I’m over you, hotshot. I told
you that.”


Landry stared at her intensely. “And Ilsa?”


Delaney tensed at the question. “I’ll never be over her. She made
me want to be a better person. I wanted her to be around to see me do exactly
that.” Landry sat up, reached over, and caught hold of Delaney’s shoulder.
Delaney was grateful for the contact and smiled. “I wish there was a way I
could work this out and still be with her.”


Landry tilted her head and looked apologetic. It wasn’t her fault
that she’d found happiness with Jade off-island. Nor was it her problem that
Delaney had fallen in love with someone on one of their missions. But Delaney
knew that Landry always felt responsible for her team, no matter what happened
or whose fault it was.


Landry let go of Delaney’s shoulder and relaxed back into the
couch. “Maybe we should just send you back to 1942.” 


She was clearly joking, but it jerked Delaney to attention. “That
would solve everything.” She searched Landry’s expression for any hint of
seriousness to her statement.


“And it’d be a hell of an expensive romantic gesture.”


Delaney laughed. “Maybe I could pay Pulsus back in installments.”


“Would you go back if you could? Leave everything you know behind
and start again in the middle of a world war?” 


Delaney didn’t need to consider her answer. It tripped off her
tongue with urgency. “Hell, yes. Wouldn’t you, if you had to? For Jade?”


Landry looked contemplative and didn’t answer immediately.


Finally, she blew out a long breath and shrugged. “Yeah. Maybe. I
don’t know. I’m just starting to get back on track with my mom. And with
Jenkin. Priscilla and the girls are a big part of my life.” She ran her hands
through her hair, tilted her head back, and stared at the ceiling for a long
moment before returning her gaze to Delaney. “I love what I do. I love the
missions.”


“Do you love Jade?” Everything Landry was saying made Delaney
think that maybe this wasn’t the real thing for Landry. And if it wasn’t, she
had no idea what Delaney was going through.


“I do. With everything that I am.” She leaned forward and
adjusted her belt buckle. “But this love thing, it’s scarier than any enemy
we’ve ever faced.”


Delaney nodded. “Sure it is. But it’s also the best thing we’ve
ever felt.” She imagined Ilsa’s small hand wrapped in her own, thought of them
walking along the beach, maybe even with a puppy. She couldn’t help the smile
that formed.


“What’s funny?”


Delaney laughed. “The stupid things that pop into my head. I
think about me and Ilsa being together, building a life. I fantasize about
coming home from work to find she’s cooked my favorite meal and is waiting for
me with a cold beer in her hand…stupid things that will never happen now.” She
clenched her jaw and rolled her neck. She was being ridiculous and torturing
herself for no good reason. “At least you’ve got the chance to make it work.”
She had no desire to lecture Landry, but if she did love Jade, there shouldn’t
be anything she wouldn’t do for her.


“I will. And I would give up everything if I had to. I’m hoping I
don’t ever have to make that choice.” Landry yawned and covered her mouth.
“Sorry. Didn’t get much sleep.”


Delaney reached over and punched her in the thigh. “Don’t rub it
in.”


Landry jerked away and rubbed her leg. “Make up your mind. You
wanted to know the details a few minutes ago.”


She grinned and sat back in her chair. “I changed my mind.”


“Seriously though. I won’t fuck this up. I can see that you’d
give anything to be in this position with Ilsa.”


Delaney smiled, though it was the last thing she felt like doing
in response to Landry’s statement. She wanted Landry to be happy, for sure, but
whether or not she fucked up what she’d been lucky enough to stumble on with
Jade didn’t concern Delaney. It wouldn’t bring Ilsa back to her, nor would it
magically transport Delaney to Germany. There’s
only one way that’s going to happen. She picked up the thought and
tossed it to the back of her mind. “I’m going to clean up to face the board.
Let’s hope it’s good news.” She stood and began to head for the bathroom,
before turning to face Landry. “You’ve still got my back if they don’t go for
your proposal, don’t you?”


“Whatever you need, buddy.”


The look of sincerity in Landry’s eyes was unmistakable, and
Delaney could see she was prepared to do whatever was necessary to keep her
safe. But would you help
get me back to Ilsa?


Chapter
Thirty-four

 

 

 


Landry swallowed down the uncertainty that sat like a lump
of unbaked sourdough in her throat and threatened to choke her. She was sure
that keeping Delaney around made perfect sense, but she couldn’t negate that
some members of the board might be inclined to simply cut out what they saw as
a cancer in Pulsus before it had the chance to spread again. And while Delaney
wasn’t successful in her coup, the fact that she tried to overthrow the Pulsus
management would be enough for a lot of people to condemn her. Her reasons had
been noble, if a little misguided. Landry hoped that the board would give due
consideration to Delaney’s sacrifice to save Landry’s life.


She opened the door and motioned for Delaney to enter first. The
board was already seated and most welcomed them with smiles or nods.


“Thank you for coming,” Jenkin said as they sat in the only two
unoccupied seats at the foot of the table.


“Nowhere else to be,” Delaney muttered just quiet enough so that
only Landry could hear.


Landry jerked her knee into Delaney’s thigh. She needed to be
contrite, not cocky. If any of the board had doubts, Delaney having an attitude
wouldn’t be helpful at all.


“We’ve spent most of the night deliberating your proposal,
Donovan, and we have some questions, mostly for Delaney. Shall we begin?”


Delaney nodded at Jenkin, and Landry saw that she took the time
to make eye contact with everyone else on the board.


“Of course. Fire away.”


“We’ve listened to your interviews with Dr. Castillo—thank you
for your honesty—you were very clear about your motives for wanting to take
over Pulsus yourself. Have those desires faded?”


Landry bit the inside of her cheek. She’d prepared Delaney for
this exact question on the way over, and her response hadn’t been the one the
board would want to hear. But she knew what she needed to say, even if she
didn’t completely believe in it.


“I no longer want to run Pulsus, my way or any other way.”


Perfect.
Landry relaxed in her chair a little.


Jenkin continued. “Things here will be changing, but slowly. We have to
ensure everything we do is as safe as it can possibly be. We believe we’ve
learned, both from our mistakes and yours, and we want to ensure we don’t go
down the same path.”


Jenkin paused to look around the room, and Landry could tell she
wasn’t just addressing Delaney. Their discussions clearly hadn’t been simple or
easy.


“Do you feel able to assure us that you won’t go down the same path as
before?”


Delaney took a deep breath before she responded, and Landry
instinctively put her hand on Delaney’s shoulder. She wanted the board to see
Delaney had her full support.


“You’ve heard my story. I was mentally exhausted. My brain’s like
a sponge. Every time I got back from a mission, I tried to squeeze out all the
putrid water, but some always stayed.”


Delaney clenched her fist around an imaginary sponge to
illustrate her point, and Landry had to suppress a smile at her imagery. A year
ago, they both would’ve balked at using psych metaphors to describe their emotions.
Hell, a year ago they wouldn’t have acknowledged having any emotions at all.


“I came back from every mission and tried to do the same thing,
but the shit just kept on building. So I started drinking to block out the
nightmares. One shot soon turned to a bottle, and none of it was working.” She
glanced at Landry. “Landry tried to help, but I was too far gone. I was
delusional, thinking that only I had the solution to the problem, and that
solution was taking over Pulsus. I risked everything and everyone that was
close to me…”


Landry heard the slight crack in Delaney’s voice. God, she felt
for her. Having to explain what was essentially a psychotic break to a roomful
of geeks with IQs bigger than an oil baron’s bank balance was horrendous. But
it was the only way Delaney would be able to get out of this situation with her
precious memories intact.


“It won’t happen again. I won’t let it. I almost lost my best
friend because of my condition, and that kills me. And I did lose two
colleagues. You say you’ve learned from the mistakes too, and the mission mind
wipes sound like a great idea. If you’re willing to ever let me back on active
duty, I’ll happily take a mind wipe every time.”


Landry’s focus drifted as Delaney answered Jenkin’s questions
with an ease and professionalism that looked like she was well on the way to
convincing the board she was reformed. Landry continued to listen, but she
found herself thinking about their earlier conversation. She’d never seen
Delaney as despondent as she’d been this morning. There was no way Landry
would’ve patronized her with the phrase “time’s a great healer,” and in this
case, she couldn’t say it with any degree of certainty. She was beginning to
see that nothing would make this situation better for Delaney. 


Being with Ilsa had changed her, just as Jade had altered
Landry’s view of the world and her place in it. Taking that away from Delaney
with a full mind wipe would be wasteful of Ilsa’s life, particularly because
their mission resulted in her death. But leaving Delaney with those memories
was torturous. Every day, she’d wake and think of Ilsa and the life they
could’ve enjoyed together if things were different. Would her memories fade and
become less painful with time? Time. Something Pulsus could control, but only
if the missions fit wider parameters, the bigger picture. In comparison,
Delaney’s heartache was small fry and didn’t begin to justify the expense of a
mission. Millions of people loved and lost every day. And they got over it.
They loved again, or they shut down completely. But millions of people don’t have access to time
travel…


“Do you think you deserve a second chance?”


Carson’s question jarred Landry from her speculation. It wasn’t a
question either she or Delaney had anticipated.


Delaney scratched her chin and leaned back in her chair. “Do I deserve a second
chance?”


Landry knew Delaney disliked Gordon Carson. His lack of respect
for operatives was well known. To him, they were a necessary but unwanted cog
in the wheel. If he could engineer another way to complete the missions, he
would. Landry closed her eyes and prayed that Delaney wouldn’t rise to his
provocation.


“Probably not, but it’s not for me to answer that question. My
life is in your hands.” Delaney gestured to the eleven women and men who sat
around the table in judgment of her actions. “I can’t go back and undo what
I’ve done, much as I’d like to. I’m only glad that I stopped when I did, and
that nothing came of what I started. I have to hope that you can see the value
in keeping me here.” Delaney looked toward Landry. “I’ll do whatever it takes
to earn your trust again.”


Landry acknowledged Delaney’s statement with a quick nod. “I think she deserves a
second chance, and I’m the one who was most affected by Delaney’s actions. As a
board, you’d made hundreds and thousands of calculations about the effects and
consequences each mission would have on the past and future, but you neglected
to consider how the mission would affect your soldiers’ minds. You can’t punish
Delaney for something that’s as much the fault of every one of you around the
table as it is hers.” Landry relaxed her clenched hands from around the arms of
her chair. In her peripheral vision, she saw Delaney’s half-smile. She was
family. She was a member of her team. There was no way Landry was letting her
take the fall for all of this.


Jenkin raised her hand, as if to indicate Landry should calm
down. “No one is abdicating responsibility or their portion of the blame for
this situation, Donovan. We spent a lot of time deliberating into the early
hours of this morning, and we’d made a decision that simply needed a few
reassurances from Delaney.” She smiled and placed her hands on the table. “We
want to keep Delaney here.” Jenkin looked to Delaney. “Dr. Castillo will talk
to you about how we’d like to proceed in terms of monitoring your progress, and
that will include weekly sessions with her for the foreseeable future. There’s
no rush to get you back on a mission, but we do want to remove the unpleasant
memories you have of your many decades in the field.” She gestured to Landry’s
mom. “Elena will take care of that for you, and you’ll be able to keep the
positive elements, too. Does that sound like an acceptable compromise to you?”


Jenkin’s question was directed as much to Landry as it was to
Delaney, but Landry didn’t answer. This was Delaney’s call, her life, her mind.


Delaney nodded. “That’s a more generous offer than I could’ve
hoped for. I accept your terms.”


Jenkin motioned toward the door. “Then you’re welcome to leave.”


Delaney pushed her chair back and stood. “Can I leave the
island?”


“Of course.” Castillo smiled and seemed genuine. “Please just let
us know your intended movements. I’d like to touch base with you in the next
few days to work out a schedule of appointments.”


Landry joined Delaney and opened the door. “Rest assured I’ll
keep tabs on her, Doc.” Delaney exited and she followed, closing the door
behind them.


“Take me off this island, and let me experience some normality
for a while.”


Landry slapped Delaney on the back and pushed her along the
corridor. “Sure thing, buddy. Let’s go visit the kid.”


Everything had gone as well as it could’ve. Delaney got to keep
her job and her memories, and she seemed happy about it. So why do I feel like I could do
more?


Chapter Thirty-five

 

 

 


“How’s it going?” Landry could see from the look on
Jackson’s face that she was a little overwhelmed. And Mason raised her
eyebrows, offering a tight-lipped smile that indicated Jackson might be
struggling with her new surroundings. Landry put her arm around Jackson’s
shoulders and pulled her away to another room, leaving Delaney and Mason to
shoot the breeze.


She sat on the couch, indicated for the still silent Jackson to
join her, and waited for her to gather her words.


“This place is crazy,” Jackson said after a few minutes.


Landry expected more, but when it was clear nothing else was
forthcoming, she smiled. “Nothing would ever have prepared you for this, you
know that, right?”


“What if I’m never ready? What if you were wrong? What if I let
you down? What if I forget my family? What if I don’t fit in? What if nobody
likes me? What if they think I’m not worth the trouble you went to?” The
questions shot out of Jackson’s mouth like bullets from an M60 machine gun.


“Damn. That’s a lot of what-ifs…what if you just need time to
adjust? What if you’re better than you think you are? What if I’m never wrong?”
Landry gently shoved Jackson’s shoulder when she asked the last question.
“You’re a great kid, and everyone is going to love you. You’ve been here less
than twenty-four hours, and you’ve already been exposed to a lot of tech that’s
beyond your experience. Stop giving yourself such a hard time and relax into
it. Enjoy discovering your new reality.” Jackson had been looking at the floor
during Landry’s speech as if it were the most interesting thing she’d ever
seen. Landry put two fingers under Jackson’s chin and raised her head. “What
makes you think you’ll forget your family?”


“I thought it might be a side effect of the time travel. I had a
moment earlier when I couldn’t remember them.”


Landry shook her head. “You’ve got your photograph, yeah?” Landry
waited until Jackson nodded. “And everything about them will be on our
archives. You’ll have access to those in your new place twenty-four seven so
you can check in with them anytime you need to.” Landry thought about Jackson’s
relationship with her father and how important it was to her. “What you’re
doing would’ve made your dad insanely proud.”


“You think?”


“Hell, yes. A time-traveling soldier daughter improving the world
for everyone with each mission—that’s some kick ass bragging rights.”


Jackson shrugged but smiled. “I would’ve loved for him to see it
for real.”


Landry pushed the thoughts of her own father away. At least she
still had her mom in her corner. “You just have to do your best and know that
he would’ve loved it. There’s no hurry and no expectation of you.” She looked
like she was on the verge of tears, and Landry’s heart ached for Jackson’s
sense of isolation.


“I don’t want to let you down, Chief.”


“You won’t. I see a lot of myself in you, Jackson.” Landry
shrugged. “You’re not as good-looking, obviously, but you’ve got a lot of
potential, and you’re going to make a great extractor. I’m going to make sure
of it.”


Jackson nodded slowly. “I’ll train hard. Harder than anyone
before me. I promise you that.”


“Good. That’s the least I expect.” She squeezed Jackson’s
shoulder as an unfamiliar sisterly instinct kicked in. “You belong here. And
you’re going to be running missions long after I’ve stepped down from active
duty.” They weren’t just words. Landry believed everything she was saying to be
true. And she was going to make damn sure that Jackson was the very best she
could be.


“I’ve heard so many stories about you already.” Jackson looked
away, almost shyly. “Your boots are way too big to fill.”


Landry shook her head and laughed. “You’re not replacing me yet.”
She tipped her chin toward Mason, who they could see at the window still
talking to Delaney. “Stick with Mason. You two have obviously hit it off.”


Jackson blushed crimson and bit her lip.


“Is that allowed…hooking up with a colleague?”


Landry sat back on the sofa. “As long as it doesn’t adversely
affect your working relationship, of course it is. We’re on an island,
completing secret missions that change the world. It’s not like you can wander
off onto the mainland and hook up with a civilian long term.” Unless you’re me. “You
have to find your peace on the island, and it’s easier to do that with another
Pulsus employee. They know what you’re doing, and you don’t have to hide any
part of yourself from them.” She smiled at the thought of Jade and the fact she
didn’t have to hide anything from her either.


Jackson smiled and shrugged. “Sorry. I’ve been a baby. I’ll be
okay.”


Landry stood and offered her hand to pull Jackson up from the
deep couch. “I know you will. Go play some ball with Mason. Settle into your
new apartment and pick out some furniture. I’ll be on vacation for a month
before we start your training, so use it. Because when I get back, you won’t be
able to relax for a minute.”


Jackson was still holding on to Landry’s hand, and she shook it
vigorously. “No problem, Chief.”


“Good. I’ll be seeing you.” Landry left the room and caught hold
of Delaney. “Ready, buddy?”


“Desperately.” 


Landry saw a sadness in Delaney’s eyes. It was nothing like the
darkness and uncertainty she’d seen before Delaney went off the reservation,
and she wasn’t concerned that it could happen again. But it was worrying, and
Landry wasn’t sure she could do anything about it this time either.


 


* * *


 


Landry was worried that she might hug Priscilla so hard that she
might rupture something. But Priscilla was glowing with vigor and good health,
and Landry’s heart felt almost too big for her chest.


“How’s the bravest girl in the whole world?”


Priscilla wiggled in her arms and grinned. “I’m the bravest girl in
the whole
world?”


Landry pressed a finger to Priscilla’s lips, and she tried to
bite it. “You are. How do you feel, bravest girl in the whole world?”


Priscilla looked upward and wrinkled her nose, clearly deep in
childish thought. “I’m good. Your mommy fixed me up good.” She wrapped her arms
tighter around Landry’s neck and snuggled in closer. “I missed you, Lan Lan.”


“I missed you, baby girl.”


Caitlin hung back, clearly unsure of how Landry might receive
her, so when she finally released Priscilla into Jade’s arms, Landry pulled her
into a strong hug.


“Get over here, you giant douche.”


Caitlin looked sheepish as she pulled back slightly. “I’m sorry
for being such an ass. Forgive me?”


Landry released her from the hug and flicked a finger at her
forehead. “There was nothing to forgive, Caitlin.”


Lizbeth came up behind Caitlin and smacked her on the ass, hard
enough for her to shake her hand in pain as she pulled it away. “There damn
well was, but thank you for being such a wonderful friend.”


Caitlin nodded. “Seriously, Landry, I’m sorry. We owe you
everything, and I was stupid.”


Landry put a hand on each of their shoulders. “I’d do anything to
protect you and Priscilla. But you were totally entitled to your feelings,
Caitlin.” Landry held up her hand as Lizbeth opened her mouth to protest. “She
was. Priscilla is your world, and you had no idea where she was or when she was
coming home. Lizbeth, thank you for your faith in me, but don’t be so hard on
your woman, okay?” Lizbeth pursed her lips and looked suitably chastised. “That
little girl is beautiful, and she’s the product of the two of you. If you
always stick together, everything will always work out. Promise me.”


The two of them nodded, and Landry drew them into a group hug.


Lizbeth dropped her hand onto Landry’s ass and squeezed. “No
wonder Jade’s hanging on to you, even if you do have a super-secret life.”


Landry saw Jade smile, and it lit up her world.


Jade raised her eyebrows and directed her gaze at Lizbeth’s hand.
“Haven’t you got your hands full with your two girls without taking a piece of
mine?”


Lizbeth released Landry’s ass cheek and smirked. “I’ve got
surprisingly large hands for someone my height.”


Jade laughed. “Fair enough.”


Delaney held Priscilla in the air at a distance. She looked
decidedly uncertain, as if she were frightened Priscilla might break in her
hands.


“She doesn’t bite,” Lizbeth said, approaching Delaney to retrieve
Priscilla.


Delaney shook her head as she handed Priscilla to her mother.
“Kids scare me—way too much going on in their heads that they don’t vocalize.”


There’s
something going on in your head you’re not vocalizing either, buddy.
“This little kid is going to be our next president. I’m counting on it.”


Lizbeth beamed with obvious pride. “Dinner will be served in
about half an hour. You’ll stay with us, Delaney?”


Lizbeth asked the question in such a way that it was clearly a
statement and denying her wasn’t a suitable option. She had her super femme
mother hen persona on and wouldn’t take any answer other than yes. Delaney
seemed to hesitate and looked at Landry, as if silently asking for permission.
Maybe she felt like an intruder because this was the normal life Landry had
been building, and up to now, Delaney hadn’t been a part of it. A sting of
regret barbed Landry’s mind. She should’ve included her as a friend. But Landry
had been so consumed with making a small part of her own life normal that she’d
completely neglected Delaney’s friendship. 


“Of course she’s staying.” Landry punched Delaney on the arm.
“I’ve told her so much about your cooking that she’s got to taste it for
herself.”


Delaney shrugged. “That’d be great, if you really don’t mind?”


“I insist. Welcome to the family.” Lizbeth slipped her arm inside
Delaney’s. “Kitchen monkey for me?” She set off toward the back of the
restaurant.


Delaney glanced back and smiled. Landry gave a mock salute in
return. There was something in Delaney’s eyes she’d never seen before, like her
final protective wall had crumbled. She wondered if letting Delaney into the
normal life she’d built would help her heal from losing Ilsa. Landry looked at
Jade as she strutted across to her and wrapped her arms around Landry’s neck. Could I heal if I lost you?


“You look thoughtful, babe.” Jade moved in closer. “Are you
okay?”


Landry enfolded Jade in her arms, smiled, and lost herself in
Jade’s eyes. “I’m thinking about you, how you make me feel.”


Jade kissed her lightly. “How do
I make you feel?”


“Fishing for compliments?”


Jade glanced beyond Landry seeming to avoid eye contact briefly.
“Asking for the truth.”


Landry didn’t miss the hint of uncertainty in Jade’s voice. She
hated the thought that Jade could possibly feel insecure about how she felt. “I
feel loved and wanted.” She caressed Jade’s cheek gently. “You make me feel
complete and at peace.” Landry looked over Jade’s shoulder to see Caitlin and
Priscilla clearly waiting to re-engage with them. “There’s so much more, but
now isn’t the time, sweet lady.”


Jade glanced over her shoulder. “Okay, I get that. But I want you
all to myself tonight. Can you do that?”


Landry nodded. “Absolutely.” 


Landry uncoupled herself and swooped to scoop Priscilla high
above her head. She squealed, and the sound was delightful. Landry had dreaded
that she might never hear Priscilla voice her playful pleasure again. The last
few months had been messy, complicated, and desperately hard to manage, but
she’d come out the other side and so had everyone else. Still, she couldn’t
quite dismiss the nagging thought that Delaney needed something more, something
better. Does she need
Ilsa like I need Jade?


Chapter Thirty-six

 

 

 


Lizbeth’s cooking was the best thing Delaney had ever
tasted. She couldn’t remember ever having enjoyed herself as much as she had,
either. The conversation was free and easy. Everyone was open and unguarded.
The meal had finished, and the party had moved upstairs. Priscilla had already
crashed out, and Landry had put her to bed in her second bedroom. Landry had
the fridge stocked with beer, but none of them had gone beyond one. Delaney
didn’t feel the urge to continue drinking and instead, happily sipped on ice
tea. There was an air of contentment and happiness that Delaney had never
experienced before. She’d had a small taste of it with Ilsa, but she couldn’t
be completely honest with her. She’d wanted to be. Delaney had wanted to tell
her everything about who she really was and why she was there. Ilsa had been
the reason Pulsus was able to send them on their mission. She’d contributed to
curing the world of cancer. Delaney desperately wanted to tell her that. I have to tell her. But
she couldn’t do it on her own.


“Landry. Can we talk?” 


Landry had a look of expectancy like she’d been anticipating
Delaney’s question for the past few hours. “I was wondering when you were going
to get around to it.” She kissed Jade before she stood and moved to the kitchen
with Delaney.


“Not here. I need you to come to Pulsus with me.”


Landry frowned. “There’s no other way?”


Delaney tilted her head to the side. Do you know what I’m going to ask you to do?
“Let’s talk more on the way. I won’t keep you all night.”


Landry glanced over her shoulder and back to Delaney. “I need to
tell Jade we’re going. I promised her the night.”


“You’ll be back.” I
hope. As long as she could convince them Delaney had made her do it,
and she had no choice. Delaney watched the exchange between Landry and Jade.
Their love for each other emanated an aura around them. She flicked her
concentration to Caitlin and Lizbeth, who were cuddled together in an oversized
love seat, looking equally in love. Delaney had spent almost two years with
Ilsa. She knew what she felt was right. It was natural. It was forever, and she
had to go back to her. She couldn’t live with herself if she didn’t try.


Landry stood and motioned Delaney to the door. They grabbed their
coats, Delaney picked up her bag, and they didn’t say another word until they
were seated in Landry’s Mustang. The engine throbbed beneath her feet, echoing
Delaney’s growing excitement at what she was hoping Landry would help her do.


“Is this about Ilsa?” Landry asked as she pulled down the street
and headed toward the station.


Delaney was busy contacting Garrett to ensure the train was at
the mainland. She slipped her phone back into her pocket. “Yes.”


“Talk to me.”


Delaney swallowed hard. She was asking Landry too much. She
should just try to do this on her own. Look
how that turned out last time. “Being part of your chosen family
tonight, watching you and Jade together, seeing Caitlin and Lizbeth with
Priscilla, it was wonderful. And I was thankful to be a part of it…but it’s
your life, not mine.” She stole a sideways glance to see how Landry was
reacting, but her gaze was fixed on the road, her grip solid on the steering
wheel. Delaney pressed on. “My life is with Ilsa. I love her, and I have to be
with her.” Delaney unzipped her backpack, pulled out her Beretta M9, and
balanced it on her thigh.


Landry sighed heavily. “Do you think you need that?”


“I think I need it so you can claim you were strong-armed into
helping me.” Delaney retrieved a full magazine and closed her bag.


“I was half hoping you were joking when you mentioned going back
to 1942. I guess not, huh?”


Delaney ran her hand through her hair. “For your sake or mine?”


Landry shook her head. “Don’t be an ass. I told you I’ve got your
back. I can handle this end.” She punched Delaney in the thigh and the gun
dropped between her legs.


Delaney lifted it back up. “Good thing the safety’s on. You were
saying…”


“That I’ve got this covered, no matter what. I’m just…you know.
I’ll miss you around the place.”


Delaney smiled. They’d come a long way since their fuck buddy
days, even going as far as being open to seeing shrinks, but sharing emotions
was still hard for both of them. She put her hand on the back of Landry’s head
and ruffled her hair, something she knew Landry hated but figured she’d let her
get away with. It’d be the last time she ever did it. Delaney swallowed the
ball of despondency that began to climb up her throat. Giving up her best
friend to be with her lover was a hell of a sacrifice. “Just know that this
isn’t easy for me, Landry. Knowing that I’m never going to see you again…it
hurts.” 


Landry nodded, and they drove on without speaking, needing time
to compose themselves.


“You’ve got a plan?” Landry slowed for the stop sign.


Delaney nodded as she slid the clip into the butt of the gun.
“Kind of. There’s a mission set to go off tomorrow morning at six. They always
prepare everything the day before. Jump room one is prepped and ready to go.
All we have to do is reset the destination.”


Landry scoffed. “There’s a nice symmetry to that. Your first and
last jump from the same place.”


Delaney put her hand on Landry’s shoulder. “I love you, buddy.”


Landry stopped at the light and turned to Delaney. “And I love
you.” She bashed her hand against the steering wheel. “Are you absolutely
fucking certain this is what you want to do? Because once we set this in
motion, there’s no way you can go back from it.” The light changed, and Landry
moved off. “They won’t give you another chance. They’ll take away everything
you know, everything you take for granted.”


Delaney held up her hand. “I don’t take anything for granted,
Landry. Not anymore. But yes, I’m sure about this. I’ve never been more sure of
anything in my life. I can’t breathe without her…you know what that’s like. I
can see it in your eyes every time you look at Jade.”


Landry visibly softened. “I can’t deny that.”


“You’d be doing the same thing if you had to. I don’t care that I’m
going into a world war. We’ll get out of the country and head to the States,
just like we did on the mission.”


She nodded. “I just have to know that you’re sure, buddy. There’s
no coming back from this.” Landry rolled her neck as they pulled up in the station
parking lot. She switched off the engine and turned in her seat to face
Delaney. “This is it.”


Delaney nodded. “The second we step out of this car, you’re my
prisoner, and I’m going to speak to you exactly like that. I’m going to say
crap I don’t mean and shove you around where I need to.”


“I know. Just don’t go over the top with it.”


Delaney laughed. “I’m not Simson. I promise not to enjoy it. I’ve
just got to make it look like you’re being forced to do this. I don’t want any
of this coming back on you.”


“I told you, I’ve got this. I can make up a shit-hot story when I
need to. And I’ll give you hell back.”


Delaney held out her hand and Landry clasped it in hers. “I know
what I’m asking you to do is too much. You only have to say now if you can’t do
it. I’ve got a backup plan.” It meant kidnapping an engineer, but it was still
a decent plan.


Landry shook her head. “No way. If you’re really going to do
this, I want to be the one making sure you do it right. Someone else could
close the circle while you’re still traveling.”


“Damn. I hadn’t thought of that.”


Landry smiled. “And that’s why you need me. What about money and
papers?”


Delaney patted her jacket. “I’ve refilled the lining of this with
two hundred and fifty grand. I figure that can buy me whatever papers we need.”


“So that’s what took you all that time to pick up from your place
earlier this evening?”


Delaney nodded. “You got it.”


“You knew all this time you were going to do this?”


Delaney held up her hands and tried to look contrite. “I’ve been
thinking about an escape plan since I got back, you knew that. I wanted to
cover all angles.”


She leaned over, and they hugged tightly. Delaney closed her eyes
against the tears that quickly formed the moment she felt Landry’s body against
her own. The finality of the moment struck her, but she steeled her resolve.
“I’m sorry for fucking up so monumentally.”


Landry broke away and grinned. “It was monumental…Listen, I’ll show you how
to program the PRU to come home, just in case.”


Delaney smiled at her worst-case scenario planning. She’d play
along, though she knew damn well there was no way she’d need to come back to
Pulsus. Home was Ilsa. She’d take the PRU though. They could program it to go
to another time and place, away from Germany and Hitler, somewhere safe.
“Perfect. You need it back though, right?”


“Preferably. Jenkin is going to be pissed enough with what you’re
about to do, keeping her four-million-dollar time gadget wouldn’t be
appreciated.”


Delaney laughed. “I guess not. When I’m done with it, I’ll do
like they did in that old movie and send it by UPS to you someday.”


“I don’t have to be standing in the middle of the road in a
thunderstorm though, do I?”


Delaney shook her head. “Not unless you particularly want to.”


“Okay, buddy. Let’s get this done.”


 


* * *


 


Delaney kept the gun in her jacket pocket and her hand wrapped
around its handle for the duration of the train journey, and as they navigated
their way across the island to the main building. Garrett didn’t appear to
suspect a thing, but since so many new things had been happening on Pulsus,
there was little wonder he didn’t question them. She occasionally shoved Landry
around. To the untrained eye, it would look like soldiers roughhousing, but in
the coming hours when the staff would pore over every second of this journey on
video footage, it would be clear Landry was under duress.


They entered the jump building and the security woman stood to
greet them. “Hey, guys, what’re you two doing here so late?”


“I left the keys to my mainland apartment in my locker. Landry
offered to put me up for the night, but I’m desperate for my own bed. You know
what that’s like, right?” Delaney knew damn well the woman had no idea what she
was talking about. She hadn’t seen mission action and been away from home for years
at a time, sleeping on the floor or in fleapit motels. The most excitement she
ever got was when the bathrooms ran out of toilet paper, but they all revered
the operatives and extractors.


She laughed. “Sure do. Go on up. No one else is up there.”


They made their way to the jump room without speaking, and
Delaney shoved Landry inside. She pulled a chain and padlock from her bag and
secured the doors with them. She took her gun from her pocket and pushed Landry
into the engineer’s chair. “Set it to ten thirty p.m., July 7, 1942.
Ravensbrück.”


“This is insane. You don’t know what you’re doing.”


Delaney shunted Landry’s chair closer to the console. “Just do
it, Donovan. I know exactly what I’m doing.” She made sure to check the safety
was still on before she pushed the barrel of the gun into Landry’s neck. “Don’t
make me use this.”


Landry only took a few minutes before the display showed
Delaney’s intended destination and time.


“All set, Delaney.”


“And the PRU?” Staying in Nazi Germany wasn’t part of the plan.
Once she had Ilsa safely away from the camp, they could figure out where and
when they wanted to head to. The PRU was a one-trick pony with a single use
shelf life. Their choice had to be perfect. Landry handed her the small unit.
Delaney dropped it into her inside pocket and tapped it. “Just in case.”
Delaney motioned to the time tunnel area with her gun. “Open the gateway.”


Landry tapped furiously on the keyboard and a sixty-second
countdown began on the screen. “It’s not too late to stop this.”


Delaney shook her head. “There’s no life for me here. No one will
trust me again, not like they did before. This is the only way I have a chance
of a real life.”


“That’s bullshit.” Landry slammed her fist on the desk. “The
board has offered you everything you need, and you’re throwing it back in their
face.”


“No, they haven’t. This is everything I need, Donovan.” The
screen clicked through to zero, and the familiar time circle opened with a
single string beckoning Delaney to the past. To
my future. “Get up. I don’t want you closing it when I’m only
halfway there.”


She led Landry to the jump platform, took two zip ties from her
pocket, and secured Landry to the staircase handrail, knowing full well that
Landry always carried a pocketknife.


Landry looked a little irritated. “Is this necessary?” 


“Don’t worry. I’m sure the cute little security guard will be on
her way to save you shortly.” She patted Landry on the back and gave her a
knowing smile. Landry winked.


Delaney made her way to the platform and grasped the luminescent
string in her hand. She shoved her gun into the back of her jeans and took one
last look back at Landry.


“I’ll be seeing you, Landry Donovan.” Delaney saluted Landry with
her other hand and saw a tear navigate a path down Landry’s cheek. She turned
into the time circle and smiled. I’ll
be with you soon, Ilsa.


Chapter
Thirty-seven

 

 

 


Landry watched as Delaney disappeared into the time circle
and smiled. Regardless of the consequences and questions she’d have to deal
with, knowing that Delaney was going to where she truly believed she should be
made all of it worthwhile. She adjusted herself so she was able to reach into
her pocket and pull out her folding knife. She sliced through the ties in
seconds and jogged up the stairs, pulling up sharply when she saw the padlock. Damn it. She saw
Delaney’s backpack on a chair and quickly found a key ring with three identical
keys on it that Landry expected would fit the shiny new padlock on the jump
room door. Just as she unfurled the chain from the handles and opened the door,
Jenkin approached with four guys from the island security team.


“What the fuck, Donovan? Where’s Delaney?”


Landry offered a tight smile and shook her head, unsure of what
Jenkin knew or had already seen. “I was wrong. Delaney played all of us.” The
lie came easy. She didn’t want to deceive Jenkin, but the truth had to be just
for her and Delaney.


Jenkin pushed past her to look inside the room. The time circle
had closed, and there was merely a distortion beyond where it had been. 


“Jesus, Donovan, you let her jump? This room was prepped for the
Trump mission.”


Landry clenched her jaw. “I didn’t let her do anything. I didn’t feel like
arguing with the gun she had shoved in my face.”


Jenkin turned to face Landry and rubbed her forehead so hard, she
left red marks. “The board is going to go insane.” She walked back out into the
corridor. “You guys may as well go back to your regular duty. There’s nothing
you can do here.”


The team nodded and wandered away, seemingly in no particular
hurry to get back to their regular boring routine.


“I’m sorry. I really believed we’d worked it out.”


Jenkin grimaced and closed her eyes briefly. “Elena’s going to
kill us both.”


“Maybe, but can that not be tonight? I really want to get off
this island and home to Jade. I’m desperately in need of my break, Jay.”


Jenkin scoffed. “You’re kidding, right? Security called and told
me this was about you. I just about managed to slip out of the house without
telling her it was an emergency. You want me to go back and tell her what’s
actually happened while you go off for your booty call?”


Landry liked that Jenkin was still looking out for her with her
mom. “It’s not like there’s anything we can do tonight—or tomorrow or the next
day.” Landry put her arm around Jenkin’s shoulder. “She’s gone. Call it a
sixty-million-dollar severance package.”


“Jesus, Landry.” Jenkin shook off Landry’s arm. “This is going to
shake every one of us. It doesn’t end tonight.”


Jenkin was right. The board would go ballistic and invent all
manner of new protocols to prevent something like this from happening again.
Delaney’s disappearance would cause issues for operatives and extractors from
here on in. But it’s
nothing we can’t handle. “Talk it over with the board and figure out
how you’re going to spin it. You’d made the decision to give Delaney another
chance and she chose a different path. No one’s going to blame the board for
what’s happened.”


“And you won’t paint her as the lovelorn hero?”


Landry laughed. “Poetic, but no.” I’d like to. It would’ve driven Delaney crazy.
“I believed her story and maybe I’m a fool for that. I just want this all to be
over so we can get back to doing what we do.”


Jenkin began to walk down the corridor and Landry followed,
taking it as a possibility she may just get back to Jade tonight. They walked
in silence until they reached the front security guard.


“Have a good night,” she said to Landry and Jenkin.


She looked puzzled, but Landry was glad she didn’t ask any
questions. They waved acknowledgement and pushed through the open doors into
the crisp, fresh air of the night.


Landry checked her watch. She’d promised to be back by midnight.
She could still make it if Jenkin didn’t insist on a debrief right now. “I’ll
come in for a debrief in a couple of days. I need some time to get over this,
and acting quickly isn’t going to bring Delaney back. Can you stall the board
for a few days and work on how you’re going to manage the impact this is going
to have?”


Jenkin sighed and nodded. “Okay, but make sure you remember every
detail.”


“Of course.” Landry moved to leave, but Jenkin caught hold of her
arm firmly.


Jenkin looked around and seemed to make sure she had her back to
the building’s surveillance camera. “The video will back your story, correct?”


Landry held her nerve. There was no point in involving Jenkin in
this mess. “Yeah, it will.” She left it there, not wanting to add unnecessary
detail. 


Jenkin released her arm. “I’ll be in touch in a few days. Enjoy
your break.”


“Sure thing, boss.”


 


* * *


 


Landry got into her car and rested her head against the steering
wheel. Garrett hadn’t questioned why she was returning without Delaney or made
any attempt at small talk, forcing Landry to spend the whole of the journey
focusing on what had just happened and giving her time to allow it to sink in. I’ve said good-bye to my best
friend for the last time. She realized she wasn’t breathing
properly, and she pressed a hand to her chest in an attempt to calm the heavy
beat of her heart against her chest. I
have to get back to Jade. 


She drove as fast as was safe to get to Jade’s place. She didn’t
need an overzealous traffic cop keeping her from getting home to Jade. For
reasons she couldn’t fathom, she knew that wrapping Jade in her arms and
breathing her in would sooth her racing heart. Landry pulled into Jade’s
driveway, got out of her car, and jogged to the door. She hesitated before
knocking, trying to still the disquiet of emotions using her head as a race
track. The door opened before Landry had pulled herself together, and Jade’s
expression changed from seductively welcoming to worried. She pulled Landry
into the house and closed the door behind her.


“Baby, what’s wrong?”


Landry enfolded Jade in her arms and pressed her face to Jade’s
neck. She worked hard to stop trembling.


“You’re scaring me, Landry. Why are you shaking? What happened?”


Landry pulled the air into her lungs and lifted her head. She led
Jade to her living room and sat, motioning for Jade to join her. Jade
positioned herself beside Landry and clasped her hand over Landry’s thigh.


“Delaney’s gone…to Ilsa.” Landry dredged the words from her
throat with difficulty.


Jade frowned, clearly not understanding how that was even
possible. “I need more words, baby.”


Landry leaned back and put her hands over her face. Jade reached
over and gently pulled them down.


“After dinner, Delaney took me back to Pulsus. There was a jump
room ready for a mission in the morning. We reprogrammed it and sent her back
to 1942, back to Ilsa.”


Jade was silent for what seemed like minutes, before she finally
said, “Wow. What if Ilsa doesn’t want the real Delaney?”


I hadn’t
thought of that. “She will. The only thing Delaney wasn’t honest
about was her job. When Ilsa finds out why Delaney was really there, she’ll
fall into her arms, and it’ll be a fairy tale happy ending…I hope.” Landry
faced Jade and wrapped her hand around the back of Jade’s neck. “I love you.”


“I love you, too.” Jade smiled and took Landry’s face in her
hands. “You’re upset because you’ll never see her again?”


Landry bit her lip. That was exactly it. She couldn’t be mad at
Delaney for wanting what she had and doing whatever was necessary to make it
happen. Landry had done exactly the same when Jade was injured and on the verge
of dying. She’d thought of no one but Jade…and herself. She hadn’t wanted to
face the thought of being without Jade, and Delaney had met a similar
challenge. Delaney couldn’t consider Landry in the equation because she knew
there was no way of keeping both of them in her life. Delaney chose love over
friendship, and she was lost forever to Landry. The pounding in her chest had a
name. Grief.


She pulled Jade closer and kissed her, desperate to connect and
feel loved, cherished. Jade responded and Landry felt the rush of her love wash
over her like a warm ocean wave. Grieving Delaney morphed into a need for
intimacy with Jade, and she kissed her deeper and harder, almost frantic for an
equally impassioned response. She felt the hot threat of tears lurk behind her
eyes and tried to blink them away. But they escaped, and when Jade saw them,
she tenderly wiped them away. 


“Are you sure you want to do this now?” Jade asked, a clear
concern laced her question.


Landry nodded, pressed her lips to Jade, and murmured. “Please. I
need to make love to you.”


“Let’s go to the bedroom…” Jade stood and offered her hand.


Landry swallowed, realizing that if she took Jade’s hand now, it
was a promise for an honest attempt at a future together. Jade wouldn’t know
that, but it was all becoming crystal clear for Landry. She wanted this. She
wanted Jade—needed her, even. Landry wasn’t used to needing anything, let alone
another human being. But her depth of love for Jade was no longer a question. 


Landry clasped Jade’s hand and allowed her to lead the way to her
bedroom. Once inside, Jade pulled Landry’s shirt from her jeans and slowly
unbuttoned it from top to bottom. She opened it and placed light kisses on
Landry’s chest and neck as she opened her belt and jeans. Jade pushed Landry’s
shirt over her shoulders and gently tugged it over her forearms, before letting
it drop to the floor. She slipped her fingers beneath the band on Landry’s
bralette and pulled it up and over her head. 


Landry felt weightless and out of control, but she had no desire
to feel otherwise. As Jade continued until Landry was completely naked, she
embraced her vulnerability, something that would usually cause her to take the
initiative, the zone where she was usually at home and comfortable. Pretense
wasn’t necessary. The mask Landry had always worn for sex was superfluous.


She sank to the bed and lay down, propped up on an elbow to watch
Jade quickly shed her satin robe and nightwear. Landry shook her head slowly.
“You are the most beautiful thing I have ever
seen.”


She expected a casually mocking response to her clichéd statement,
but Jade simply smiled.


“You
are,” she whispered as she lay beside Landry.


For a brief moment, Landry allowed herself the luxury of taking
in every curve of Jade’s body. “Do you remember what you said to me the first
time we made love?”


“On the pool table when you thought this might just be sex?” Jade
placed her hand on Landry’s chest, over her heart.


“Yeah. Do you remember?” Landry took Jade’s hand and kissed her
knuckles.


Jade smiled. “I said a few things that day. I remember saying
something along the lines of ‘fuck me like it’s the first and last time.’ Why?”
Jade’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Are you trying to tell me something?”


“That’s the one.” Landry laced her fingers with Jade’s and moved
closer. “Do you remember what I answered?”


“Remind me.” Jade uncoupled her hand, hooked her leg over
Landry’s waist, and straddled her.


The heat stirred Landry’s baser desires, and she raised her hips
to meet Jade’s insistence. But this was about more than just sex for Landry
now. It always had been. “I said ‘it can never be the last time.’”


Jade leaned down and her breasts pushed against Landry’s chest.
She pinched Landry’s nipple firmly. “Have you changed your mind?”


Landry licked her lips and sighed, her level of arousal rising
with every touch of Jade’s fingers and body. “No.” She put her hands on Jade’s
waist, forcing herself to grip lightly. She was finding it hard to control the
intensity of her feelings for Jade that made her want to squeeze Jade so
tightly to her that they might meld into one. “God, woman, if you knew what I
was thinking.”


Jade traced her tongue over Landry’s lips, kissed away the salt
tracks of her recent tears, and lingered on Landry’s mouth.


“Share.”


Landry shook her head. “I’m not quite ready to completely show
you my soft underbelly.”


Jade smiled as if she understood that the level of intimacy they
were sharing now compared to how Landry usually acted, was like comparing the
Freedom Tower to an igloo.


“I’ll wait.”


Landry’s insides softened like a marshmallow on a campfire. She
didn’t need to lay herself open for Jade to prod around in her heart and
examine the depth of Landry’s feelings for Jade to be secure. She’d shown Jade
enough to know that this was for real. Landry took Jade’s hand and guided it
along her stomach and between her legs. She dropped her head back into the
pillow when Jade slowly pressed two fingers inside her. Landry wrapped her hand
in Jade’s hair and pulled her down so that they could kiss. She needed to taste
her, to show her how much she needed her.


Jade moved to Landry’s side and pushed deeper inside her. Landry
released Jade’s hair and entwined their fingers together. She looked deep into
Jade’s eyes and felt herself floating in their deep azure sea. Jade kept the
steady rhythm that would bring Landry to the edge and didn’t break her gaze.


“You’re mine,” she whispered.


Landry closed her eyes and allowed her body and mind to be
totally possessed. She concentrated only on what Jade was making her feel, and
when she opened her eyes again, Jade was simply watching her, as if Landry were
the most captivating person on the planet. “What?”


“You’re letting me really see you.”


Landry swallowed, and though the urge to flight tugged at her
heart briefly, she relaxed into Jade’s stroke and centered on the rising throb
in her pussy. She allowed herself the freedom to return to focus on the core of
Jade’s being until she reached the edge of her orgasm. Landry closed her eyes
and let go, of her body, of her mind, of her heart.


Jade gently stroked along Landry’s stomach and smiled each time
Landry shuddered at her touch, sending mini shots of pleasure coursing around
her body. 


Jade snuggled Landry into her arms. “I’ve got you, baby.”


Landry looked up. Be
honest. “You’ve got me every day for the next month if you want me.”


Jade pressed her finger to Landry’s lips. “I want you every day
for the rest of your life.”


Landry smiled and glanced down for a moment before looking back
at Jade. “No matter what?”


“I should ask you that question. Aren’t you worried about being
weaker on missions because of me anymore?”


Landry shook her head and nestled into Jade still closer. “No,
baby. You make me stronger. Now that I’ve got something to lose, I’ve got even
more to live for.”


Epilogue

 

 

 


Landry stretched sleepily then pulled the juice carton from
the fridge. She turned to the counter for a glass and saw the phone-sized box,
sealed and addressed to her. 


“Why would someone send me—” She stopped herself and smiled.
“Delaney.”


Landry tore open the packaging to find the PRU she’d given
Delaney a mere ten hours ago.


Jade came up behind her and kissed her shoulder before pouring
herself a glass of juice. “That was there yesterday. Juliet took delivery of it
in the afternoon while we were at the restaurant.” 


Landry was glad Jade’s cleaner had been in. The PRU was in one
piece, and the less time it had to wait to be back in Landry’s possession, the
better.


“Not that I mind you being forward, but have you changed your
address for all your mail or just this package?”


Landry smiled. “It’s from Delaney. She knew I’d be here.”


Jade raised her eyebrow. “Ooh, a package from the past. How
exciting. What did she send you?”


Landry lifted the PRU out of the box and carefully laid it on the
packaging. She pulled out and unsealed the envelope with her name on it. Inside
was a photo of Delaney and Ilsa in relatively modern clothes, with red, white,
and blue ticker tape showering them. There was a look of pure love and
contentment in Delaney’s eyes that Landry had never seen before. Ilsa was
looking at Delaney adoringly. Delaney held a newspaper. “July 4th, 2010.” She
unfolded the short handwritten note and quickly scanned it. She smiled and
kissed Jade. “She did okay.”


“What’d she say?”


Landry shrugged and grinned. “She didn’t need to say a lot. It
just says ‘She’s my oxygen, and she gets me.’ They made it.”


Landry wrapped her arms around Jade’s waist, kissed the top of
her head, and smiled. I’ve
got my oxygen, too.
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