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"I can't be the only one who finds this dumb," Jaden
grumbled, dodging the look her husband, Brian Thomas, shot her.
Whoops. She'd meant to keep that thought in her head. Yet another
moment that emphasized how new she was to the whole 'companion'
thing. For more years than anyone wanted to count, she'd been a
loner. And while technically she'd done fine, she was discovering
lots of benefits to partnership.

She felt Brian approach, felt his arms carefully
encircle her, felt his steady heartbeat through the sheer fabric of
her evening gown.

"One more change," she muttered, again by
mistake.

His lips grazed her neck, nibbled up to her ear, so
his quiet chuckle tickled her inside and out. "Not used to married
life, baby?"

She spun within his embrace, not truly working to
escape. "I'm not your baby." There was no heat in the reprimand.
Honestly, she'd be his anything and they both knew it. She'd been
crazy in love with him for every one of those lonely years. With
him, the little inconveniences of married life would never outweigh
the joys they finally shared.

She fiddled with his tie, amazed how men's formal
wear remained relatively static through the centuries. Leaning
back, assessing him head to toe, she could see why designers didn't
mess with success. "You look yummy."

"Yummy?"

She licked her lips and hummed, pleased when his gaze
smoldered. A quick tug on his tie, the right kiss, and he'd forget
all about their social obligations.

She reached, missed, scowled at his quirky grin.

"I am just that easy," he admitted with the
confidence of a man who could read his woman perfectly. "Feel free
to use me all you want—when we get home."

"I don't want to go." She gave her best imitation of
a petulant child.

"We'll have fun. The security we installed is
flawless so there's no responsibility beyond showing up. Two hours
tops," he added when she affected a pout. Then he dropped a kiss on
that lip and sucked on it lightly.

"Stop," she ordered as his hands touched her hair.
"You mess this up and I really won't go." Her sister, Petra, had
spent an hour finding a flattering style they could both agree on.
It hadn't taken them that long on her wedding day. Of course then,
she'd simply adorned her signature braid with a smattering of
delicate white flowers. She smiled at the memory. Delicate wasn't
usually in the description when people looked at her.

"Much as I like that look…" Brian offered his arm in
the classic gentleman's manner. "We should be off."

"I still say it's—"



"Dumb," Brian finished for her as they walked
downstairs to wait for their ride. "Got that. But you've never said
why."

Jaden sucked in a breath. "It was two
hundred-twenty-five years ago."

"Meaning age equals dumb?"

She glared back at his all-innocence gaze. "If that
were true, we're sure to be the dumbest people there." Having the
combined life experiences of more than two millennia, she and Brian
had seen humanity in every situation. Usually at its worst.

"Then you'd better come up with a better
argument."

"Do we really need to rehash the past?"

"What about the whole 'if we don't remember it, we're
destined to repeat it' thing?"

He had a point. "So you're okay celebrating an
enormous tragedy?" She glanced down the street, wishing Cleveland,
their friend and driver for the evening, would hurry. This
conversation gave her goose bumps and she was self-conscious enough
in the gown already.

"It's not a celebration as much as a commemoration.
Besides, in the midst of that tragedy, people pulled off some
amazing feats of kindness and heroism." He glanced up the street.
"Our chariot arrives."

"Always with the last word." She grumbled at him, but
smiled at the gleaming black limousine rolling toward them.

"Ready to behave?"

She gave him a patently false smile. "If I must."

He kissed her nose, then leered playfully down the
plunging neckline of her dress. "Just for a couple of hours."

"Don't you dare ask for a minute more."

 


* * *

 


Cleveland cruised by the red carpet entrance, eyeing
the sparkle and flash of those who'd been invited to the gala. It
was still laughable that he'd been one of the select, but he'd
always found that knowing Jaden Michaels—now Thomas—offered a
variety of perks. As he made his own way past the glitz and shine
he knew a moment's guilt that his plans would likely put a dent in
their friendship.

Tonight's 225th commemoration of the Great Chicago
Fire marked the grand re-opening of the museum in its new location
adjacent to the First Congregational Church. A man who believed in
the current applications of historical lessons, Cleveland often
immersed himself in research of the tragic fire of 1871. In
catastrophic circumstances brought on by a wealth of human errors,
the uncontainable blaze had changed the lives and fortunes of every
Chicagoan.

Of course, it hadn't been much of a surprise to learn
his ancestors belonged to a crop of looters and troublemakers eager
to prey on the displaced community. Entering the elegantly
appointed museum where the Chicago of 1871 was depicted in marble
mosaic on the floor, he ruthlessly buried the shameful feelings
that came with a family tree rooted in regret.

"Finally. Thought maybe you bailed," Jaden teased
when at last he found her and Brian in the thick of the crowded
main gallery.

"Ease up," he answered with a smile he didn't quite
feel as he skimmed the surrounding displays. "I was just soaking in
the evening." Damn. Ever too-perceptive, Jaden had picked up on his
grim mood, though he was surely fooling everyone else in the room.
"Really," he whispered over the top of a champagne flute, "I'm
fine."

She sniffed, clearly unconvinced, but she wasn't
pushing. Yet.

He smiled over Jaden's shoulder. "Looks like you're
on, Mrs. Thomas."

Brian had already turned to greet the unstoppable
force of nature that was Widow Carleton of the socially elite
Chicago Carletons.

If one believed the Widow, and no one dared cast
doubt, she was a direct descendent of the pastor serving the First
Congregational Church in October of 1871. It was her patronage, and
persistent nagging, that eventually got the moth-eaten museum moved
to its new, grander locale. While he shared her passion for
preservation, and likely shared a similar net worth, he didn't
think she'd appreciate his link to the Great Fire. No, she'd surely
have the descendant of looters thrown out to protect the integrity
of her grand event.

Cleveland amused himself by fading into the
background of conversation while the Widow gushed over the support
and presence of the beloved former city police chief Thomas and his
new bride. He was more than a little gratified to see telltale
signs of tension rippling through Jaden. Like him, she might be
fooling others, but he'd known her longer. And wondering at the
cause of her discomfiture was a nice diversion from his issues.

Listening with half an ear, Cleveland snagged another
glass of champagne from a passing tray, imagining the Widow's
reaction if she knew his personal connection to her pet project. If
she didn't faint, she'd likely order Brian to make an arrest.
Considering his real, more private interest in this evening, the
decision wouldn't have been completely inappropriate.

"Oh, you simply must preview the most recent
additions," the Widow exclaimed, dragging Jaden and Brian away.

Cleveland followed at a discreet distance, curious,
but unwilling to risk the Widow's imperious attention.

"I considered showing you last week, but there was a
tiny scheduling hiccup that interfered."

Cleveland reassessed the formidable woman. She was
certainly savvy enough to know if she'd shown Brian and Jaden all
of her surprises they would've opted out of the event itself. As
chief of police, Brian had been well respected throughout Chicago's
diverse communities. When he'd married Jaden, a self-made woman
known for her security expertise and self-defense school, they'd
become society's darlings overnight. It didn't matter that they
preferred privacy and a quiet social life. Having them here gave
the Widow 'top hostess' honors amongst those who kept that
score.

"It only takes a moment to load," the Widow was
saying, nodding to a black-suited guard standing on the far side of
a tall, empty pedestal. "This is the absolute latest technology.
You'll agree it's positively amazing."

A shimmer of light hovered above the pedestal, then
formed into an animated depiction of a scene from the Great
Fire.

"You need to move on!"

Immediately, Cleveland winced under the assault of
the child-woman's voice in the hologram. It took every ounce of
strength to hide the reaction behind the cool façade he'd mastered
through a lifetime of living in the shady edge of legal
behavior.

"You will move on. Now." The girl shown wasn't more
than twelve. Her hands were planted on her hips and she seemed
oblivious of the fire ravaging the city, her entire focus aimed at
the shabby man blocking the mouth of the alley.

"S'no business of yours missy. Out of my way."

Cleveland watched, mesmerized, as the man moved and
the soot-streaked girl countered. Other children cowered in the
shadow of the building, but the brave girl handled the man
alone.

"No! Get out of here," she ordered, her voice choked
with smoke.

The terrifying images could've been pulled straight
from Cleveland's mind. The words, the scene were a familiar fable
his grandmother had told him countless times when he was a child.
She'd been determined to push him out of the family business of
thievery and into something more respectable. She'd succeeded—at
least a little. He'd become more than a thief, though his business
practices were hardly driven-snow pure.

Guilt gnawed at his gut. He'd accepted his invitation
only to get close enough to steal back an heirloom that disappeared
when his grandmother was a child. For a moment he couldn't
reconcile his purpose with her belief that there was more to life
than larceny.

Ignorant of his distress, the hologram rolled through
its gruesome program. Smoke billowed and flames licked the edges of
the image, the encroaching fire casting ominous shadows while the
girl held off a would-be looter. He silently prayed the Widow
hadn't planned a death scene or something equally horrible, like
the looter's success.

"I found the most amazing accounting in the church
registers." The Widow's voice cut through Cleveland's gloom. "I
simply had to create a girl-child with your features for this
piece, Jaden. You've done so much to protect others throughout your
career."

Cleveland listened as Brian covered for a speechless
Jaden, but the Widow wasn't done.

"So imagine my surprise when this was found!" She
gave a regal nod to another lackey and a portion of the curtained
wall dropped away. "Clearly green eyes like yours inspire
greatness!"

Cleveland gaped, his breath clogged in his lungs. He
couldn't tear his gaze from the painting. It took only a quick
perusal to recognize the artist who'd captured every detail of the
intense drama within the raging heat of the moment. A young girl
with Jaden's fierce green eyes was poised, battle-ready between
another child and a menacing thug.

Of course the missing C.L. Pickens wouldn't be
conveniently stashed in a backroom for an easy getaway. No, the
undeniable proof of the twisted roots in his family tree was
hanging on a wall for everyone's viewing pleasure.

He smothered a groan, knowing his 'retrieval' plans
had just gone up in flames.

 


* * *

 


Jaden stood slack-jawed, momentarily paralyzed by the
shock. A part of her knew Brian had caught the champagne flute as
it slid from her fingers, but she was too astounded to care. It was
all too bizarre.

Widow Carleton babbled on about the painting's
discovery. The curator had immediately suggested a fundraising
auction. She'd declined, claiming the find too precious to return
to the private sector. The talk continued to swirl, snippets
bumping into Jaden's consciousness, but none of it sticking long
enough to make sense.

"The resemblance is overwhelming, isn't it dear?" the
Widow asked Jaden.

She managed to nod, eyes still fixed on the artist's
rendering of a version of herself from two centuries prior. There
was no question those were her eyes. In her fog, she wondered if
that feature had put her in Albertson's vicious sights so many
times through their recycled lives.

"Need some air?" Brian asked, pushing her gently into
a chair.

Thankfully the Widow's attention was on the resetting
of her precious hologram.

"No." She shook her head. "Just give me a minute."
She pressed her fingers to her temples, willing herself to recall
the event. Thank God they'd been allowed this preview. "I don't
recall it quite that way," she whispered to Brian.

"But it has to be you," Brian said, chafing her
shoulders. "Change the setting and that could be a painting of our
future daughter."

"Next you'll start in with space-time continuum
crap." She laughed softly, making him smile. His smile was her
emotional first aid. She relaxed, her heart easing back into her
chest where it belonged. "It's just coincidence. The thug wasn't
any incarnation of Albertson."

"Artistic license?" Brian offered.
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