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Chapter One
 

Stirling, Scotland, 1314
 

Laying siege could be a mighty boring business. That was why he found the lass in the first place and why he kept her, in the second. That was the excuse Rob would always give himself. As for what happened after, well, that was another matter entirely.

Rob found himself south of Stirling Castle, giving his horse a slack rein and enjoying the cool April air. This far away, the noises Edward’s troops made as they surrounded the castle were silenced. Instead, the natural sounds of the woods emerged.

He came upon her at the edge of the woods near the burn. Oh, she was quiet enough to be sure, but her manservant made the basic error of moving upon dry leaves.

In a heartbeat Rob was on them, his dirk against her throat, leaning over them from his saddle. She stood slim and tall, still as a statue. There was no fear in her face.

Her manservant looked set to expire. He trembled and flinched at the snorts and sidesteps of Rob’s warhorse, while his eyes stayed wide upon the blade at his mistress’ throat.

“Now, here’s a pretty picture,” Rob declared. “What might a wee lass like ye be doing wandering the wastes of the Bannock burn?”

The manservant clutched at the rich blue fabric of her gown in a most unseemly way and murmured in her ear. Advice. Entreaty. She spoke quietly in reply, low enough that Rob could not hear the words. It mattered not a wit. Rob waited out their conference with unusual patience. The day was a fine one, he had naught else to do and she was a pleasing distraction.

She finally looked him square in the eye again. Her own eyes were a dark, dark brown that was almost black. “M’lord, I wandered too close to Stirling Castle.” She spoke with a soft lowland Scots lilt. “With your leave, I would be on my way and leave the rest of your day untrammelled by a manservant’s stupidity.” At that, she glared at her servant. Clearly, he had led her astray.

“Why would ye be abroad at such a time?”

“I…er…I was collecting the last of the mushrooms.”

Rob slid to the ground and stepped closer to her. She was tall for a woman and came up to his shoulder. He snatched her wrist, pulling it up behind her back. “Then where be ye basket, my lady?”

The servant moaned, clearly distressed beyond sense.

Rob had both hands in use, so he jabbed sharply with his elbow, smashing the man’s nose and dropping him to the ground. It would shut the man up, at the very least.

The lady’s eyes widened, but she spoke no word of protest.

“That’s two lies I’ve caught ye in,” Rob told her. “Do ye care to spare me more by telling me the truth?”

She swallowed. The movement drew his gaze to her throat. It was pale, slender and pure. No gauze hid it from his sight, although her hair was behind a veil. Her gown was of some fine, thick material, but failed to disguise the willow-suppleness of her figure.

“I have not lied to ye,” she retorted, still showing no fear.

Her manservant rolled on the ground beside her, his hands to his face. He examined the blood coating his fingers and looked up at her. “Jesus H. Christ,” he slurred, his voice congested by the blood. “He’s broken my goddam nose!”

Rob’s heart thudded hard. The man’s accent was strange and he spoke English—an odd type of English, one that Rob had never heard before. But any English was an insult to his ears.

He grabbed the girl’s arm before she could react, pulled out his sword and swapped his knife for the longer blade. He rested the sword against her throat. “Three falsehoods. Yer man is English or I’ll eat my own gizzards. So what does that make you, hmm?”

“M’lord, ye canna think—”

He shook her, halting her words. “Ye speak as I do, right enough, but ye wear the garments of a lady and there’s naught Scots ladies to be found round here. They’ve all repaired to the highlands ‘til the King routs the bloody English.”

She was pure bred and of high enough station to be able to look him square in the eye. “You must release me. My family—”

“Might be willing to part with the odd coin or two for ye return, I’m thinking,” Rob finished softly. He found he was staring at her eyes again. The color was a wonder. Rich, dark, mysterious. “Mushroom gathering requires a basket and ye’ve none about ye,” he added.

“I left it by the burn.”

“I wager no basket exists.”

“You must let me go,” she repeated as firmly as she could, but Rob saw the shallow, frantic throbbing of her blood in the sweet curve of her throat.

“I must do nothing ye say of me,” he told her. “I am Robert David Bruce MacKenzie, cousin and officer to Edward Bruce and cousin to Robert the Bruce, King of Scotland.“ He smiled grimly. “And you, my lady, are my prisoner and at my command.”

* * * * *
 

Charbonneau re-settled the hat on his head to better shade his face from the relentless Australian sunshine and crossed the square. Sydney was much nicer since they had banned all traffic except pedestrian, but even the speedy slide walks didn’t help against the belting heat. He crossed the square, looking up to his left every now and again towards the big coat-hanger shaped bridge.

Bigger still—and more mind-boggling—was the cable that snaked up into the sky behind it. It rose, and continued to rise, until it disappeared from sight. It was the first time he had seen the Sydney beanstalk for himself and it was just as attention-grabbing as friends had warned him it would be.

On the side of the square he was heading for there was a long row of terraced professional buildings with eclectic designer fascias made of materials designed to look natural; faux stone, brick and wooden sidings. The retro-look had been fashionable fifty years ago, when the square had been renovated and the tenants and buyers had all possessed well-moneyed reputations that matched the up-market location and price of the trendy buildings.

Half a century later, the buildings were still in well-preserved states, thanks to upscale clientele and thriving businesses housed within.

Charbonneau saw the familiar subdued, classic logo over the door of one of the buildings with a stone fascia. He wove his way through the tourists and day-trippers, shoppers and strollers. Many of them were standing and staring at the beanstalk or capturing images. The square was a prime viewpoint for watching the cable cars head up the stalk, another reason for the premium cost of the real estate around here.

Charbonneau pushed open the polarized door beneath the logo, stepped out of the sun gratefully and took off his hat.

A woman in a classic early twenty-first century suit stood up as he entered and flashed him a smile. Human, he categorized and possibly on her second regeneration. It was getting harder to tell these days, as cellular restructuring grew more sophisticated.

He smiled back, to disarm her.

“Welcome to Chronologic Tours, sir,” she told him. “Is there someone I can let know you are here?”

“Bon jour,” he returned. “It was merely impulse, a whim. Is there someone I can speak to? I do not wish to cause trouble at all.”

“Il est sans ennui,” she assured him in perfect French. “We’re delighted you decided to visit us.” She glanced down at the screen embedded in her desk. “Would you be willing to share your name with me, so I can introduce you properly to one of our representatives?”

Subtle, Charbonneau thought. It was possible they were already trying to scan his retina, or his pheromone signature, so she could assess if he were a threat or not. But she was asking to use his name, to save embarrassing or alarming him with their security screening.

“You can call me Charbonneau,” he told her. “That will do. For now.” His implied promise of future frankness at least matched their good manners.

She led him into a room that might have been a waiting room or a sales office, but really looked more like a private library or lounge room, with dark walls and what had to be a very fake, very sincere-looking fireplace in the corner, that crackled and popped comfortably. There was no desk. A sofa and a coffee table were grouped in the middle of the room and a pair of armchairs flanked the fire.

“This is our Roosevelt room,” she explained, plumping up a cushion and offering him one of the armchairs. “It is an historical replica, of course.”

“Of course.” Charbonneau sat down to wait, letting them complete their unobtrusive scanning without protest. The fun would start as soon as they had processed the feedback. He could be patient.

* * * * *
 

Rob dragged the servant and his lady into the encampment shortly after the mid-day lull, when everyone was busy with new-found energy and enthusiasm. It also meant everyone would be focused on the castle, so his two captives would rouse the least amount of interest.

He avoided asking himself why he wanted to draw no attention. Later, he would think about it.

For now, the woman’s servant was trouble enough to deal with. He pushed his boot into the man’s behind, encouraging him to keep moving. The man was staggering and moving slowly, making hard going of it.

Rob was puzzled by the man’s over-reaction to the bloody nose and having his hands fastened behind his back. The man was simply terrified, making Rob wonder how long he had been in the service of gentry. In this day and age, capture and ransom was the way of things. Rob had been gentle enough with him, considering.

Rob tugged on Thunder’s halter, encouraging the horse to follow the man’s uneven progress. He glanced up at the woman on Thunder’s saddle. She had managed to arrange her gown so that not even an ankle was revealed, despite her hands being tied to the horse.

“Do ye have a name you’ll give me?” he asked of her.

She glanced at him. “One ye’ll believe is mine?”

She had him there.

“But if ye give me ye name,” Rob countered, “The quicker this’ll all be done with. If ye don’t, we must figure out who ye be and it’ll all take the longer. An army camp is no place for a lady, I assure ye. Even an English one.”

“Especially an English one, in this camp,” she amended. “But you fail to mention that the English king will be here to save his castle before midsummer. If I am English, I will also be saved.”

Rob snorted. “Yon Edward won’t move his buttocks out of England, not even for his last Scottish castle. Dinna hold ye breath for that.”

“He will,” she said softly. Firmly. “You’ve given him just the excuse he needs to march his army into Scotland and break King Robert and every last man of ye.”

Rob halted the horse and looked up at her. “How’s a fine young thing as you get to know of such matters?” he said sharply.

She hesitated and he could feel her caution. “I am a woman. Men speak freely in front of me because I am of no account. So I hear things.”

“And remember them, aye?” Rob nudged Thunder back into motion. “Ye confirm with every word yer high status, my lady. I’m thinking ye’ll raise a goodly number of coins.”

“I think you’ll be surprised,” she returned, still speaking softly. Her assured manner was more the fit of a much older woman, or even a man seasoned in battle or politics. Yet she seemed barely to have blossomed into womanhood.

And a fine, fine womanhood it was, a voice whispered in Rob’s mind.

He tugged at Thunder’s halter irritably, making the big beast snort a protest, for he was already moving forward. Rob scowled at the muddy ground they were crossing, trying not to glance over his shoulder at the fresh young thing sitting on his saddle. The English army might think nothing of returning a woman to her family with her virtue spoiled and her innocence gone, but that didn’t happen in Robert’s army. Well, not in Edward Bruce’s army, at least.

Rob kicked the whimpering manservant again, as he amended the thought. Not in my charge, then. Not while she belongs to me.

“You’d better hope your English king hurries himself,” he told her, keeping his eyes on his tent, fifteen paces ahead, where he could lock her away from his sight and his thoughts. “If ye’ll not tell me who ye are, he is ye best hope for rescue.”

“He is not my king,” she returned, “Any more than he is your king.”

“So ye say.” It was a feeble retort, but the best he could manage. Suddenly, he was desperate to return to the mindless watch at the base of the castle and the ribald masculine chatter around the building of the siege engines. Even Prince Edward’s sharp tongue would be welcome.

“My name is Natalie,” she murmured. Her voice seemed to whisper in his ear.

He reached up and released her hands from their bonds and grasped the trim waist to assist her down. His fingers nearly met and his body tightened in response. He could feel warmth and soft flesh, beneath the cloth of her gown.

He cleared his throat. The rope was still fastened around each wrist and he gripped it, looking at her. “Ye give me ye word ye won’t try to escape and I’ll leave the bonds be.”

“I canna do that.”

He sighed and pulled her into the warm, dim tent, leaving her manservant crouched, whimpering, on the ground beneath Thunder’s nose. He’d deal with him after.

The inside of the tent, he was relieved to see, had been tidied by the pageboy he shared with four other officers. It had been a half-hearted attempt, but the tent at least looked somewhat civilized. The furs on the ground had been beaten and re-laid and his personal belongings stowed in the chest.

Rob lifted the rope around the woman’s wrist up and hitched it to the tent pole, high up above her head so she could not lift the rope off by herself. It raised her hands very high. For a moment, they stood face to face, with only the heavy bole of the tent support between them.

Sweet temptation soared through his veins in a scalding, aching rush. He had only to drop his hand from the rope, slide it down the length of her arm, to tuck his hand beneath the heavy swell of her breast where it lifted her gown in a full, ripe mound….

She was looking him square in the eye. There was not a single whisper of coyness in her glance. He wondered for an insane moment that if he dared let his gaze linger in the depth of her eyes, would he see mutual knowledge there?

He made himself step away. His whole body seemed to pound with the effort it took to move from her.

“Ye arms will lose feeling,” he told her, his words more brusque than he intended them to be. “Then they’re going to throb, the like of which ye’ve never felt before. Then they will start to burn. Ye may want to reconsider giving me your word, before then.” He turned to go.

“Wait!”

He turned back and lifted his brow. In this low light she almost seemed to glow, so pale and flawless was her flesh. Her lips were full and tempting beyond belief.

“My manservant. What do you intend to do with him?” she asked.

“What do ye care? He led you into danger.”

“He…has sentimental value to my family. I would rather he stay by my side.”

“So he can untie ye the moment my back is turned? What sort of fool do ye take me for, m’lady?”

Rob stalked out of the tent, his black temper roused beyond belief. He kicked the servant up off the ground where he lay shivering, to alleviate his mood.

Such scattered, inane thoughts over a pair of dark eyes and pink lips. He was addled.

* * * * *
 

Ursella Shun hated vampires with a carefully hidden distaste and all-encompassing prejudice that humans in bygone centuries had once held for different races and religions. Ursella Shun was the twenty-third century’s bigot.

That was why someone with a sense of ironic humour had appointed her the head of the Historical Defence Bureau, which had oversight jurisdiction of the Chronometric Conservation Agency. It was Ursella’s monthly inspection tour of the Agency and as usual she was making her tour in person.

Nayara sent Christian Hamilton to meet Shun at Halfway Station and escort her the rest of the way to the Agency. Who better to smooth Shun’s feathers and put her in a good mood than a genuine Southern gentleman who had been raised within a system of intricate bigotry and racial differentiation?

The fact that he could draw a sword, take Shun’s head off and sheath it again before she had time to open her mouth and scream probably wouldn’t even occur to Shun. Christian Lee Beauregard Jackson Hamilton knew how to pour on the charm when he needed to.

So Nayara hovered in the receiving lounge, watching the shuttle nudge its way up against the docking clamps with infinite care, and laughed at her own nervousness. The station went through this craziness every month, thanks to Shun insisting on visiting in person. They should be used to it by now. But every month they turned themselves inside out trying to placate the diminutive Shun.

The status lights over the bay doors flickered over to green. After a moment or two, the doors opened. Then Tinker, the human pilot, emerged. He gave Nayara the thumbs up and headed down the passage toward the kitchen and the tiny office he used as his quarters when he arrived at the station. He would grab a quick meal and wait to return Shun to Halfway Station.

Then Ursella Shun and Christian emerged. Christian was bending over the tiny woman, listening respectfully as she spoke. He wore all black as he always did, which made his blonde hair seem even lighter. He glanced up, a single flicker of his green eyes, spotting Nayara. He lifted his hand, silently guiding Shun over toward Nayara as Shun continued to speak.

“Director Shun,” Christian said, breaking into Shun’s monologue. “See, Ms. Ybarra is waiting for you.”

Shun frowned, looking up at Nayara. “Nayara,” she acknowledged, brushing at the long skirt of her pristine white business dress.

“I trust your journey was comfortable, Director Shun?” Nayara asked. “Christian did procure you the best seat on the beanstalk, I trust?”

Shun’s lips thinned. “You know perfectly well I get vertigo in freefall.”

Nayara painted a smile on her face. “Of course, you are always more than welcome to take advantage of the shortest route here.”

Shun didn’t quite shudder. The quickest route to the agency involved direct contact with vampires. Flesh on flesh. Ursella would rather suffer through freefall and twelve hours of travel than have a vampire put their arms around her. But she would never say that aloud. Instead her face grew taut and her eyes neutral. “Of course,” she said stiffly. “Is Mr. Desmond in his office?”

“Ryan is waiting for you, yes.”

“Would you like me to show you the way, Ursella?” Christian asked.

“Thank you, no,” Ursella said shortly. “I know my way from here. Thank you for your company, Mr. Hamilton.” She nodded at him and moved stiffly down the corridor toward the administration section of the station.

Christian blew out a long breath once she was out of hearing range.

Nayara rested a hand on his arm. “Thank you, Christian. What else can I say? I know what she is like, but with you, Ursella does arrive here in a more amenable mood.”

“Oh, I don’t mind soothing her for you, ma’am,” Christian replied, in his soft southern drawl. “Except I know that she’ll be in Ryan’s office for twenty seconds and he’ll have her all riled up once more. That Irish temper of his…” He shook his head.

“It’s not just Ryan,” Nayara pointed out. “Ursella isn’t always a diplomat, either.”

Christian gave her one of his slow, knowing smiles. “Ryan is the diplomat, Nayara. Why are you the one pouring all the oil on the waters?”

She couldn’t help smiling. “Want me to pull rank and tell you where to put your nosy question?”

“If you want me to escort the wonderful Ms. Shun back to Halfway, I wouldn’t if I were you.” But he wore a smile, too.

“Damn it, Christian, you have no respect for your elders,” Nayara replied.

Christian touched his hand to an invisible hat brim. “I find it hard to remember to treat you as anything but a lady when you’re so beautiful and sexy, Nayara.” He turned, heading for the living quarters. “’tis little wonder Ryan’s temper is so unstable,” he said over his shoulder. “You really should consider putting him out of his misery, you know.”

Nayara quietened the lurch of her heart Christian’s parting words caused and waited for her breathing to steady before she turned in the other direction and headed for Administration. Christian was irreverent, that was all. It didn’t mean he was accurate. He had simply been deflecting her gentle admonition back. Yes, that was it. He had been on the defensive.

Her mind and heart settled, Nayara tapped back into her messages and tasks as she walked, picking up the myriad strings of her busy day, deliberately dismissing Christian’s barb from her memory altogether.

After all, Christian was no judge. He had his own affaire de coeur troubles.



  





Chapter Two
 

Rob managed to stay away from his tent until sunset, then he could stand it no longer. He found a platter that was near to clean and heaped piping hot stew upon it, grabbed a hunk of honey bread and even managed to scrounge up a spoon. He took it all back to the tent, with a lantern in the other hand.

She was slumped against the tent pole, her face against her arms. His heart leapt into his mouth at the paleness of her. “Natalie, lass,” he murmured. “I’ve food for ye.”

She didn’t move and his fear bloomed larger. After all, she had been doing naught but picking mushrooms. If he’d killed her….

He sat his burdens down and cut her hands free with his dagger. She fell against him, a dead weight.

“Ye should’ve called out sooner, lassie,” he told her, knowing she probably couldn’t hear him. He began to massage her upper arms and shoulders, where most of the strain would have been.

She flashed to life, her knee driving into the front of his kilt, aiming for parts that no maiden should have been aware of. Her arms stiffened, the elbows driving into his chest. Her right elbow landed true and his shoulder instantly numbed, leaving his left arm useless.

She squirmed out of his reach and lunged for the dirk he’d left on the skins behind him.

Both furious and amazed, he threw himself on top of her, reaching over her head to pin her forearm to the floor, even as her fingers closed on the haft of the knife. With his left arm useless, he could only pin her down until his weight and her own struggles exhausted her.

“Wriggle all ye like,” he told her harshly. “It’ll do naught but tire ye and make your meal cold. I have no intention of letting ye take the knife.” He shook his fingers as feeling started to return to his arm. “And the longer ye wriggle the sooner my other hand will recover.”

She lay still and silent. Waiting.

As soon as he was able, he reached with his left hand and tossed the knife far out of the way. Then he flipped her on her back.

Instantly, she heaved upwards with her head, intending to smash her forehead into his and blind him. But he had been ready for such a trick and was out of reach, so she did nothing but strain her already stressed shoulders. She fell back on the skins with a cry of pain, her eyes closing.

It was much too close to a more intimate positioning than Rob cared to consider. He cleared his throat. “Ye cannot win any match against me, Natalie.” His words emerged ragged and harsh. “D’ye not see? Will ye not give it up and let me treat ye civilly?”

She was breathing deeply, but the eyes were slit open, showing dark brown and black. “Give me back my manservant.”

“I canna.”

She turned her head away. “Then I cannot, either.”

“Look at me,” he demanded harshly. When she remained still, he brought both slender wrists under his left hand and gripped her chin to bring her head around. She merely closed her eyes.

So Rob kissed her, intending merely to shock her into opening her eyes. And they did open wide, but that was all he noticed before the sensations of kissing her swamped his senses. Her mouth was soft, pliable and tasted like ripe peaches. Everything about her was soft, warm, and delicate. His tongue slipped between her lips. Sips of honey, he thought.

It was the last coherent thought he had. His body took over. He let it happen. The drive to have more of the taste of her, to take more, was overwhelming. He let his body press against hers, feeling her with every inch of his length where she lay beneath him.

And her tongue met his.

Her soft moan as she melted against him made the internal flame blaze up, demanding more and more. Silvery excitement shot through him.

Abruptly, with a cold dash of alarm, he realized what he was doing. What they were doing.

He wrenched himself away and she, too, slithered back until she was up against the tent pole, her arms against her chest defensively. Her veil had dislodged, revealing pale golden hair tied in a thick skein at her back. The brown eyes were very round. “What…do you think you are doing?”

It was the proper question any maiden would ask.

Rob spoke carefully. “I am a block-headed fool. I must be, for the only other truth is that you and I both know what we were just doing.”

She bit her lip.

The small sign of doubt was more endearing than anything else she had said or done this day. “We cannot,” she said and it had a hopeless, final quality to it.

“Aye and I would not, not with you.” He got up, the heaviness in his limbs making his actions awkward.

“Because I am English,” she said, her voice harsh.

He picked up his dagger and slid it back into his boot. “Because ye are my captive. Only the English spoil their winnings, lassie, but ye could say more on that than I.” He pointed to the platter, which was still steaming. His hand shook. “That is for you. I suggest ye eat it, for there’s naught else to be had this night.” He threw the rope aside. “I’ll not tie ye again, so I must guard ye instead. Don’t try to go under the back of this tent, either. It’s dark now. Anyone caught wandering the camp who can’t answer the day’s challenge will be run through.”

And he got himself out of his tent while he still could and let the leather fall across the opening. He hoped it would be barricade enough.

* * * * *
 

Ryan was in the second hour of the month’s three-hour review session with Ursella
Shun, so the interruption was more than welcome. It was gruelling having to justify and defend Agency business to a woman who hated his kind and resented the very existence of the Agency, even though the Agency was the reason she had a job.

He swivelled his chair as the door chimed, knowing it could only be Nayara. Nayara stood framed in the doorway as she paused for a fraction of a moment. Ryan knew she was mentally sniffing the atmosphere and assessing Ursella’s mood, which would dictate how welcome Nayara’s interruption would be.

“This may concern both of you,” Nayara told them, taking a half-step forward, but not far enough to let the door shut. “The Sydney sales office contacted our security HQ five minutes ago.”

Ursella picked an invisible piece of lint from her white dress. “Your tourist operation has nothing to do with my concerns, as long as they do not interfere with history in anyway.” She spoke with sharp, ultra-precise enunciation.

Nayara glanced sideways at the petite, dark-haired woman. “This might,” she said and stepped forward, letting the door close. “They have a drop-in waiting to speak to a sales agent. The drop-in says his name is Charbonneau.”

“Charbonneau?” Ursella sat forward. “Not the Charbonneau?”

Nayara looked at her again, with a blank so what? expression.

“Constant Charbonneau Villeneuve is a French aristocrate. His family go back generations, even before the First French Revolution. They have old money, new money, new-era money and political power to move planets.”

“He doesn’t have a seat in the Worlds Assembly,” Ryan pointed out, for politics was his business and a personal playing field.

“He doesn’t need to,” Ursella said dryly. “Why get his hands dirty when he can get someone else to do that for him?”

Ryan nodded. “That sort of money. I see.” He looked at Nayara. She was the Chief Executive Officer for the Agency, so security would naturally come to her first. “He’s shopping for a tour?”

“They believe so. They also agree with Ursella that from appearances, this Charbonneau is the French aristocrat. They just can’t confirm it.”

That had Ryan’s attention. “Why not?”

“All the bio-feedbacks give us nothing.”

“Even retina?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she repeated.

There was a small silence.

Ursella understood the implications as well as they did. “Does that mean…” she said slowly, “that he’s…one of…your kind?”

One of you, was what she had been about to say. Ryan suppressed the heavy sigh that tried to escape him, turning his head so Ursella wouldn’t see his expression. The permanent star field beyond his window, the absolute black and pure light, helped his perspective. A little.

“He could be,” Nayara said carefully, as he gathered his composure. “But we usually have to go looking for others. They don’t front up on our doorstep saying ‘Here I am.’ Those still passing for human want to stay there, for whatever reason. We try to let them be.”

“And now you question this Charbonneau’s motives?”

“Yes,” Nayara said flatly.

“Play it out,” Ursella said. “See what he wants.”

“I agree,” Ryan said. “Send in one of our best, though.”

“How stupid do we play?” Nayara asked. “He’s got to know we have a good idea who he is. He has to know our scans have turned up nothing.”

“Don’t let him know that,” Ursella said instantly. “You’ve giving away information he doesn’t have to have straight away.”

Nayara shook her head. “If he’s one of us, he deserves straight dealing.”

“Yes,” Ryan agreed.

He didn’t have to look at Ursella to know she had wrinkled her nose. The old prejudices never died, especially in her. It was one of the reasons the Worlds Foundation had appointed her head watch dog for the Agency.

But he didn’t have to like it.

* * * * *
 

They came for him quicker than Charbonneau thought they would. Barely forty minutes after he had settled himself in the armchair by the fire, the door opened and a suntanned man with sandy hair, a white smile and the latest in designer business wear stepped into the room.

Human, Charbonneau instantly catalogued, especially with that suntan.

He shook the hand the man offered.

“I’m Justin,” the man introduced himself. “I’m told you might be interested in one of our chronological tours.”

“That’s what they told you?”

Justin grinned in a lopsided way that seemed more natural than the first polite smile. “They actually told me a number of things, among them the speculation that you might be here to enquire about a tour.”

Gloves off, Charbonneau thought, pleased. “And did they tell you who I am?”

“Our current theory is that you are Constant Charbonneau Villeneuve XXIII, from the French aristocratic family line that goes back to the time of the French empire.”

Charbonneau pursed his lips. “I suppose it must look that way, but most true French aristocracy still consider me a newcomer. There’s a reason for my family name.” He pulled up his sleeve, lifted his wrist to his mouth and bit down hard. He heard flesh tearing and felt the flow of his blood against his lips. Carefully avoiding tasting it, he extended his arm toward Justin.

“You might want to take a sample, as all your other biofeedback sensors would have failed. You’ll need my blood to verify that I am vampire.”

Justin dipped his forefinger into the pooling blood on Charbonneau’s wrist, then placed it in his mouth. His eyes narrowed. He licked his lips. “Verified,” he said. His voice was a little hoarse, a product of the arousal any vampire experienced when blood was within close vicinity.

“You are, too? I am truly surprised. You pass well,” Charbonneau told the suntanned man. He allowed his wrist to heal and dropped his arm.

“They thought you might feel more…at ease with me, rather than one of our other representatives,” Justin told him.

“I appreciate the courtesy.”

“Do you feel comfortable enough to tell us why you are here?” Justin asked.

“Certainly.” Charbonneau waved his hand around the replica historical room. “I want to become a time travel courier for Chronologic Tours.”

* * * * *
 

Not a single sound emerged from inside the tent, not even the noise of a spoon against a platter. It was that absence that finally drove Rob back inside, to check on his captive.

The tent was utterly empty. The cold plate of stew sat untouched where he’d left it. She must have made her move the moment he’d turned his back.

Even as he rushed back out and around the tent, drawing his dagger as he went, he marvelled at the sheer relentlessness of the woman. Despite the very real threat of having her throat cut before she reached the edge of the encampment, she still persisted in trying to escape.

No, to find her wretched manservant, he corrected himself.

Rob changed directions and slowed to a brisk walk, which wouldn’t stir curiosity amongst those who still were sober enough to take interest in one of their officers running through the lines.

He headed for the wagon where the manservant had been hobbled. It was on the edges of the camp, far from any warming fire, but there was hay in it for the horses and if the man had the sense of one, he’d bury himself in the stuff and welcome the soft bed.

As Rob neared the wagon, he slowed, studying the shadows around it. Finally, he spotted her. She stood as still as a stone in the shadows of the quarter-master’s big tent, watching the wagon and all who moved around it. She must have just found the man and was now scouting for her opportunity to free him. She still appeared unarmed, so how she intended to cut the rope was a mystery to Rob. As for stealing the bumbling fool out through a pack of well-trained soldiers…she was as foolish as her manservant.

Rob gripped his dirk and slid around the tent, stealing up on her from behind. He had years of experience at it and she was used to the ways of the great hall and castle keep. He slapped his hand over her mouth and touched the blade to her throat before she was able to so much as draw breath in reaction.

“Ye’re stubborn like a highland colleen, I’ll give ye that,” he breathed in her ear. “Back up now, back to my tent. Draw no attention to yeself. Every man still awake this night has drink and food in him and is just spoiling for a bit o’ light fluff like you to dally with. D’ye hear me?”

She nodded and he felt her step back as he did. After a few more steps, he let go of her mouth and gripped her arm instead. He lowered the dagger, but kept it in his hand.

Finally, when they reached the comparative safety of his tent, he allowed himself to relax just a little. He adjusted the low-burning lantern and turned to look at her.

She stood with her arms around her, as if she were cold, assessing him with an expression that held no anger and no fear.

“Ye daft, ye hear?” he said, feeling fury building in him. “They’d’ve slit ye man’s throat for ye, and kept ye for sport.”

“I’d have made it to safety.”

“No, ye bloody wouldn’t!” He pushed his hand through his hair. “Don’t ye understand how this works?” It was uncanny the way her eyes seemed to pierce through his flesh.

“You keep me captive until someone who cares enough offers coin for my return. You get rich and I get to go free. In theory.”

“In theory?” He took a breath, let it out. “Let me tell ye the real truth. I capture ye and keep ye in my tent until yer family come to claim ye, lest those restless, bored soldiers out there decide to play a different game. If I dinna pull ye here by sword point this day and made sure ye were seen as mine, ye’d’ve been found by one of the others. They’re all good men, but they’re men and they’ll see you as English…”

“I understand,” she said softly.

Her eyes were drawing him in. He found himself stepping closer, his temper converting to a more languorous heat. “Ye may be right about the English coming and if ye are, this land will empty of anything but two armies intent on wiping the other off the face of God’s earth. I dinna care who ye think ye are, ye won’t survive that. Not if ye insist on taking that useless mare of a servant of yours.”

She took a breath. Another. “I can’t explain it, other than to assure you that I must take him with me.”

He nodded. “Then the only way ye get to go home at all is if ye remain my property until I can get ye home to yer family.”

“And if they don’t claim me?”

“Then ye must stay here until the war is won or lost.”

“But I cannot stay here until mid-summer—”

“Mid-summer? Who told you the deadline?” he demanded sharply.

She bit her lip. “I guessed,” she said at last. “Can you not find a way to smuggle us out of the camp again? Perhaps, back to the Bannock burn?”

“And let the English pick ye up? Nay, I’ll not do that.”

She closed her eyes. “Do you not understand that as long as you keep me here, I must find a way to escape? I cannot explain why, except to say that I would be betraying my own duty if I did not make the attempt.”

“Then I must stay with ye.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

“If ye must make the attempt, I must stay with ye to be sure ye don’t.”

“Now who’s being bloody ridiculous?” She looked amazed. Anger was stirring in her eyes. He could see it.

Rob bent down and picked up the rope he’d discarded earlier and tied it about her wrist. “And don’t be trying to unpick it, for it’ll just tighten more,” he told her. “I know how to tie a good knot.” Then he lifted his own wrist.

She tried to pull away when she realized his intention, but he was braced for it and held her arm and tied the knot one-handed. His side didn’t need to be as intricate as hers. Then he lifted up his wrist, tugging her forearm up by the rope between them. “Here ye be and here ye stay, until the English are but blood on the field.”

Fury blazed in her eyes. “Rob, ye cannot—“

“Finally, ye acknowledge my name,” he said.

She fell silent, but her chest was heaving with her anger.

Rob wrapped his anchored arm around her waist and drew her closer. She fought him, pushing against his arms and chest, but he simply tightened his hold and waited until her strength gave out.

She gave in with a shuddering breath and he felt her arms and shoulders give way. Her head dropped.

Rob lifted her chin with his free hand, forcing her to look at him. “’tis meant as a kindness, Natalie. You’ll understand, by and by.”

Her gaze was steady. The fury had gone. “I understand well enough.” Her voice was low. “’tis no way I leave this camp a maiden. Not tied to your wrist for half a summer.”

His body tightened. Thrummed. “Well as maybe, lass. You chose the terms of ye capture.” His voice emerged harsher than he’d have liked. “Count your blessings. If I’d left ye out there this night ye’d be the entertainment of the entire army.”

She shuddered.

Rob relented. “Will ye not tell me ye family name, Natalie? Let me send word? Then all this will be over in a matter of days.”

She shook her head. “I cannot.”

Rob sighed. “Then the matter must proceed as ye have chosen.” He stroked her cheek. “I’ll do my best to ensure you don’t regret yer choice.”








Chapter Three
 

“Charbonneau wants what?” Ursella breathed.

“He’s vampire. He qualifies. There’s no reason he can’t be a time travel courier if he wants to be one.” Nayara nearly smiled and Ryan knew she enjoyed revealing that fact to Ursella.

“He…is?” Ursella licked her lips and sat back again. “If that is all he wants, then why bring this to us?” She was trying to look pissed at the interruption, but she was shaken by Charbonneau’s vampirism and couldn’t quite pull it off.

Nayara looked surprised. “Because I don’t know why,” she said simply.

Ryan nodded agreement. “Humans want the Chronometric Conservation Agency to exist to make sure a time tsunami never happens again. I’ve never hidden the reasons why Nayara and I agreed to operate under that oversight.”

“’Jobs for vampires’,” Ursella quoted. “You don’t have to lecture me.”

“No, not jobs,” Ryan shot back. “Acceptance. Lives. A reason to continue to exist. And yes, a legitimate source of income. You have no idea how many vampires out there are living in the cracks and borders of humanity, feeding off scum, with barely any idea of how to live a life as themselves and not just by passing as human.”

Nayara touched his wrist. It was rare for Nayara to reach out and the light sensation was enough to make Ryan sit himself back and swallow the rest of his lecture. He threw the stylus back on the desk and grimaced at Ursella. “A landed, rich vampire, who has been passing for centuries, suddenly fronts up and wants to become a traveller, for what would amount to pocket change in his world? I want to know why, too.”

“Maybe he’s bored and wants to do something different,” Ursella suggested.

“We don’t have anyone who goes that far back, from France. Eastern Europe, and into Scandinavia, but not France.” Nayara licked her lips. “It’s tempting, regardless of why he wants to do it.” She blinked and her gaze turned inward as she accessed her personal communications.

“Better to keep him near where we can watch him,” Ryan said.

Nayara held up her hand for silence. Something important, then.

He waited and even Ursella remained politely quiet.

“An early warning. One of our travellers hasn’t returned on schedule,” Nayara murmured. Her eyes refocused on Ryan. “It’s Natália,” she said.

Ursella stood up and brushed down her dress. She always wore white and it always looked pristine. Most Agency personnel had got sick of making jokes about it. “This is operational,” she said briskly. “We can pick up again another time, Ryan.”

“Yes,” he murmured, watching Nayara as she continued to scan the alert. “Thank you, Ursella,” he told the woman, as she stepped out of his office.

Nayara turned to face him. “It isn’t urgent yet. Natália was rested, freshly fed, and it was supposed to be a simple day jaunt. Her companion wanted to see Stirling Castle under siege. That was the siege that triggered the Battle of Bannockburn, in ancient Scotland. No, sorry, medieval Scotland. 1314, old calendar.”

“She has a long while before stasis poisoning could start to kick in.”

“And she’s experienced, highly trained and smart, too,” Nayara said. “Even security aren’t worried yet. There’s all sorts of potential problems she might need time to unravel. Rushing in there will spoil the location and could set off a time tremor.”

Ryan drummed the desk. He knew all this as well as Nayara did. “Have you told Christian yet?”

Nayara hesitated. “He’s seeing Ursella over to Halfway Station.”

“You’re waiting until he gets back?”

“I thought it best. There isn’t anything he can do, anyway.” She looked around the office, glancing out the broad bank of windows at the star field and cleared her throat self-consciously.

“Is there something else?” Ryan asked, puzzled.

Nayara shook her head. “I was just wondering—” She shook her head again. “I wondered why Christian and Tally don’t…It’s clear they….” Nayara drew in a breath and let it out. She grimaced and looked away.

“It’s clear they love each other?” Ryan finished. He realized his heart was working. Working hard. He let his gaze travel over Nayara slowly, taking in the waist-length tumble of red curls, the kelly green eyes and white, white skin. For all that Nayara had emerged from the Mesopotamian basin centuries before Ryan’s ancestors had settled in Eire, to Ryan’s eyes, she often looked as sweet as any Irish colleen.

It didn’t matter to Ryan that Nayara was so powerful and skilled a fighter she could probably best him and two others besides. Her fighting prowess was a bonus. The knowledge sat in the back of his mind like an invisible aphrodisiac, even as he was admiring her feminine curves and softness.

Nayara turned back to face him again, squaring her shoulders. “Yes,” she said firmly. “They love each other. Yet they do nothing about it. Why?” Her gaze pinned Ryan to his chair. Challenging him.

Ryan focused on the medallion at Nayara’s throat, nestled between the open neck of the leather jacket she wore. The ancient medallion with its elaborate Celtic scrollwork. All his warm feelings evaporated. His heart silenced, even as a hundred painful old memories rifled through his mind, too fast for his conscious to linger over, but enough for all the warmth in his body to congeal.

“Perhaps their history gets in the way,” Ryan said, using the explanation that made the most sense to him right then. History for vampires was everything.

Nayara’s challenging gaze faltered. Pain flickered in her eyes and expression. He’d reminded her. Again. Ryan silently cursed himself.

Nayara waved toward the door. “I must see Brenden in Security, about Natália. And I’ll wait for Christian and let him know as soon as he gets back.” She slipped out the door as she spoke and was gone.

Ryan rubbed his temples as he studied the closed door, feeling a weariness he knew he could not possibly be feeling. “Dia
sé
diabhal
go hIfreann,” he muttered. He didn’t believe in a god or hell, but the curse did help relieve his feelings. A little.

* * * * *
 

Still mostly asleep, Natália rolled onto her side to relieve the ache in her spine from sleeping on the ground. She found herself up against the solid heat of Rob’s back. She blinked for a few seconds, staring at the white of his shirt, bringing things back into focus. Sleeping was still a novelty and the gathering of thoughts upon waking took extra effort.

Was this a moment she could take advantage of to escape and find Leuwis? Were Rob’s shoulders really that wide?

But she had jostled him and as she lay considering her options, Rob contrived to roll and face her without tangling them both up in the rope that bound them together. It had taken little time for them to become painfully experienced with the arrangement.

Rob’s very blue eyes stared into hers and while she recognized that the moment to escape had passed, there was not much regret attached to it. There would be other moments.

“I woke you. I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“I was thinking, not sleeping.” His bound hand came to rest over her waist. It seemed like a natural movement, but Tally’s body came to instant alert. She could feel the heat of his hand through her clothing.

Mentally, she fought and argued with herself, as she had been for the two days she had been Rob’s prisoner and realized the predicament she was in. Leuwis was safe enough for as long as Rob thought he was her manservant and a ransom could be raised for her. For a highlander of his time, Rob was smart, kind and principled, but if he learned that no one would ever come to pay for her, Tally couldn’t predict what he would do with them both.

But in the meantime, she had to deal with Rob himself…and her own betraying body.

The blessing—and curse—of travelling back into history was this two-edged bonus. A vampire’s symbiot went into stasis with a jump back in time. That meant the vampire became essentially human again. The flood of real human sensations and emotions were wonderful…and terrifying if one wasn’t used to it. Tally had become accustomed to the rush of sensations and emotions long ago. Seasoned travellers grew to enjoy the side benefits of becoming human for a short while; eating and drinking, sleeping…and sex. Sex was a thousand times better when all the senses were fully engaged and you could feel with all your body and nerve endings.

The agency didn’t advertise the fact and it wasn’t talked about openly, but most of the travellers freely enjoyed themselves when they were back in history. The agency made no move to prevent it. There was no disease or infection the travellers could catch that could be brought back to their personal timeline and all the travellers were trained to avoid historical anomalies and prevent time waves.

Tally couldn’t simply indulge herself with Rob, though, despite the way her body was tugging her toward him. He thought her a maiden from a good English family and was expecting they would hot foot it to the encampment to pay for her release once word wended its way to them. If she revealed her less-than-maidenly state, he would know something was awry and everything would unravel from there. Rob was not stupid. She had learned that much already.

The idea of a smart man brought the thought/image of Lee into her mind, as she had last seen him. They had been arguing. Everyone who knew Lee, especially women, always spoke of him as being so polite and quiet-spoken. If only, Tally thought wryly, they saw him just once with his dander up! But Lee only showed Tally his true nature, as if he didn’t care what she thought of him. With her, he thrust aside his Southern chivalry and bared his hot temper and fiery demands. Lately, it was a rare day if they didn’t tear shreds from each other.

And always, it came back to travelling.

Lee, despite being made nearly two centuries later than her, was convinced he was a better traveller than her. Or, his campaign to have her quit the medieval tours and travel in tandem with him, the more safety-conscious one, made it seem like he believed he was better than her.

It was true that his fury over her timing of tours had made her more conscientious about resting properly between tours and letting her symbiot recover. Perhaps that was a good thing. As a result, she had started this tour completely fresh and fully recovered. What would Lee say if he knew of her dilemma now?

“Where does ye mind wander, m’lady?” Rob asked. “Ye gaze travels far away.”

Tally returned her focus to Rob’s face. His jaw was dark with stubble, but he would shave in the morning, using his dirk. It was a strong jaw.

“I was thinking about…a friend,” Tally told him truthfully.

His hand, which had been moving in little restless circles on her waist, grew still.

“A man friend,” he said flatly.

“Yes.” Tally felt her heart quicken as she saw the way ahead open up for her.

“Ye are betrothed?” Rob asked.

“It isn’t like that,” she said, unwilling to lie completely. “There has been no formal understanding.”

Rob licked his lips. “What has there been, informally?”

Tally flickered her eyes and looked away.

“D’ye love him, Natalie?” Rob asked softly.

Her heart thudded. “I know not for certain,” she replied. “He’s a hard man to understand.”

“Hard to understand, but easy to be informal with, hmm?” There was a hard note in Rob’s voice that brought Tally’s gaze back to his face. His eyes were cold.

“You think I am a loose woman,” she guessed.

“No,” he said softly. “I think ye a passionate woman, Natalie. Warm and ardent and caring. Ye just give of yerself too easy.”

“Then why are you angry?”

“I?” he asked, sounding startled.

She drew in a breath as the truth occurred to her. Rob was jealous. Jealous of a man he didn’t know.

“I shouldn’t have told you about him,” Tally murmured.

“Nay. Truth can never truly do harm,” Rob replied. He stroked her cheek. “Your man. What is his name?”

“Everyone else calls him Christian,” Tally replied. “But I call him by his second name, Lee.”

“He gave you alone his second name to use?”

Tally blinked. “Why yes, I don’t believe anyone else uses it.”

Rob grinned. “Yet you call him a hard man to understand,” he chided her.

Tally could feel her cheeks heating. “It is complicated, Rob. More complicated than I have explained.”

Rob shook his head. “I don’t believe so, lass. I’m guessing it won’t be your family that comes looking for you. It’ll be your man, this Christian. Informal understanding or not—he will be the one that searches for you. I would wager coin on it.”

Tally licked her lips. “You cannot be so sure. That’s just silly.”

Rob smiled. “I know what drives men. And I know how a man’s mind works. You’ve told me enough. He will come.” His voice was flat with certainty.

Her heart squeezed and her chest tightened and for one ridiculously childish moment, Tally wished that it might be so. “And what will you do when he does, Robert MacKenzie?”

“Why, I will abide by my word. I will hand you over for the ransom.” But his face darkened with some emotion she didn’t have a chance to identify, for it cleared just as quickly.

Rob’s hand plunged into her loosened hair. “Now I know why your gaze has been bewitching me.”

Her heart, which had been subsiding, lurched again. This time, though, it stumbled for an entirely different emotion. “I have been bewitching you?”

“You know you have, lass. You have knowledge in your eyes and your heart that a maiden shouldn’t. As a maid, you are hard enough to resist. ‘tis that knowledge which makes you irresistible. It causes a man’s mind to wander where it shouldn’t when he looks at you.”

Rob wasn’t lying. That was the problem. She had spent two days watching him, wondering what it would be like to have him straining over her, his body working hard against her, his mouth on her nipples… He had sensed where her mind had been and more.

His lips were mere inches from hers. Tally could feel the heat of his body warming her own, so close did they lie together.

Tally sighed. “Rob…”

His lips touched hers. “I can see ye still have a lot to learn about me. Let’s change that.” His hand in her hair pressed her head toward him with a power that gave no room for argument or struggle. Yet his mouth was gentle, intended to avoid startling her. To woo her.

“You would take another man’s woman?” she breathed into his mouth.

“Ye said there was no formal acknowledgement, lass.” Rob’s voice was low. A deep, dark rumble that made something flip and turn in her belly, as his lips brushed her cheek. “Ye’re mine until he pays to have ye back.”

“What if I don’t want you?” she countered, pressing her hand against his big shoulder.

“Then it’s a liar I call ye, too.”

“Too?”

His lips grazed her cheek, high up by her eye. His breath fanned across her skin, bathing her in warmth. She felt the gossamer touch of his mouth against her temple. Then the warm, soft thrust of his tongue in her ear, probing delicately.

Her moan was ripped from deep inside her, as his touch sparked a firestorm of reactions in her. Warm flooded her, a heat she had not truly felt for centuries, if at all.

“Liar, I name ye,” Rob whispered by her ear. “Sweet torment, too.”

“You think you are the only one being tormented?” Tally breathed.

Rob lifted his head in order to look her in the eye. Shock was painted on his face, along with dawning wonder and understanding. “You…crave…this? Me?”

Tally tried to find simple words to explain her need, in a way that wouldn’t paint her as a harlot or worse in Rob’s medieval views. Twenty-third century human biology lessons might set up a time tremor.

Instead, Tally simply curled her thigh over his and her arm around as much of his back as she could reach. She kissed him, pressing her lips against his and thrusting her tongue into his mouth.

He rolled onto his back, bringing her with him. Because her thigh was already bent over his, it had the effect of spreading her legs across him and bringing her pelvis into direct contact with his.

Rob’s cock was a beating, hard ridge of flesh between them, shielded only by plaid, brocade and a thin chemise.

Tally gasped at the direct, unmistakable sign of his arousal. Her body tingled and her hips thrust, gently driving her mound against him.

“Ye gods,” Rob muttered thickly. His big hand curled over her ass, gripping possessively. His chest was rising and falling faster than normal. “Ye likely to drive a man to madness.”

“Myself, too,” Tally breathed. She lifted herself up, pressing against his chest. “You’ve let loose the wanton in me, Robert MacKenzie.”

His hands gripped her thighs as she straddled his hips, the thumbs stroking through the layers of her gown. “Show me.” His voice was a low command, rich with suppressed arousal. Just the sound of it made Tally shiver with anticipation.

She pulled her two braids over each shoulder and untied the leather bindings around each. She dropped the leather cords onto Rob’s chest and saw him breathe in as they brushed his flesh where it was revealed by the opening of his shirt. Tally untangled the braids and worked her hair loose, running her fingers through it, until it hung down her back in regulated waves formed by the braiding. She brushed locks away from her face to look at Rob once more.

He was watching her every move with a predator’s endless, unblinking attention to detail, absorbing it all.

Her arousal nudged a fraction higher. Tally reached for the stays on the side of her gown. Knowing that Rob was observing her every tiny move made it that much more exciting. She tugged the stays, letting them unravel and the gown loosen around her. The wide neck slid from her shoulders.

Rob exhaled heavily in reaction.

Her heart thundering, Tally sought for the hem of the gown—a kirtle, she reminded herself. She gathered the hem in both hands and slowly lifted it up the length of her body, then up over her head. She tossed the kirtle across the tent, toward where her discarded veil and shoes lay.

This time, Tally could feel Rob’s body tense. He rested his hands back on her thighs, over the fragile linen of her chemise.

“Natalie—”

“Tally,” she corrected.

“Tally?” he repeated, puzzled.

“Where I come from, Rob, my friends—those that know me best, they call me Tally. I would have you call me that, too.”

He sat up. It was a single flex of muscles that only a very strong man could manage. Tally abruptly found herself straddling Rob’s lap, his arm around her back, his hand in her hair and his blue eyes very close to hers.

“Is Tally what your Christian calls you?” Rob asked, his voice low.

“When he isn’t angry with me, yes.”

Rob gave a half-laugh, like it was pulled from him without his permission. “And when he’s angry?” he asked.

“Natália.”

“Natália,” Rob repeated slowly, letting it roll across his tongue. He looked into her eyes. “That is yer true name, no? ‘Natalie’ is just a rendering to make it sound English.”

Tally hesitated, but she simply couldn’t lie. “Yes,” she whispered, her heart almost hurting. The danger in what she was doing could not be underestimated.

Rob lifted his hand. His dirk was in it. “Ye’ve layers upon layers…Tally. I’ve a feeling I could dig until Doomsday and still not uncover them all. But this one at least, I can remove.” He slipped the dirk under the top of her chemise, between her breasts, and tugged. The dirk was sharp and the linen parted with a soft shredding sound as he ran the blade down the length of her body.

He flipped the knife over to the chest where it buried itself point first in the lid, then he ripped the rest of her chemise apart with his hands.

Tally let the sleeves slide off her arms. The linen pooled around her hips, leaving her naked except for her hose and garters, and spread across Rob’s thighs. Her nipples were marbled and erect.

“Such perfection…” Rob murmured. He circled her waist with his hands, but they didn’t linger there. His fingers stroked and his thumbs caressed, as he explored her body, his gaze following his hands.

Tally caught at his shoulders as her balance became uncertain beneath the assault of Rob’s hands and the steadily mounting excitement he was building in her. Her breath shortened and she squirmed and writhed as his fingers found sensitive spots and tender locations.

Finally he cupped her breasts. Tally let her head roll back, groaning at the exquisite pleasure his hands generated. “Ah, Rob, please….” she breathed.

“Please?” he questioned. His voice was thick, too.

“Stop teasing me.”

“I only take my own pleasure,” he replied, “like any man would.”

Tally made herself look him in the eye, even though she felt drunk with arousal. “Liar,” she croaked.

In answer, he leaned forward an inch or two and took the tip of her breast into his mouth.

Tally clutched at his head as the sparks of pleasure shot through her, straight to her clit and to every extremity in her body, as Rob’s teeth closed around her nipple and his tongue swept across the tip. The delightful tugging and suction simply increased her frantic desire for more and made her aware of her empty and throbbing vagina.

She reached for the frayed edge of Rob’s kilt, her patience exhausted.

Rob grabbed her wrist in an iron grip. He lifted his head from her breast, his gaze locking with hers.

“I’ll do that,” he said quietly.

“I only…” She bit her lip, confused.

“Ye not my serving wench, Tally. I’ll not have ye acting like one. Ye understand?” He kissed her lips softly. “No matter what happens in here, I know ye to be a lady and ye’ll stay one with me.” He lifted her from his lap and placed her on her knees beside him.

Then he raised himself to his knees and stripped the shirt from his body. He dropped it to one side, close by the boots he had discarded earlier that evening, keeping his gaze on Tally.

Tally’s gaze lingered over the dips and mounds of Rob’s chest and abdomen, the rounded caps of his shoulders and the flex and stretch of his arm muscles. Here and there were scars from old wounds and the healing of them—scars from stitching. She wrapped her arms around herself as her gaze fell to the big, worn buckle of the belt holding his kilt in place.

Rob eased the buckle undone. “Ye watch me like a beggar watches a feast being laid upon a table.”

“When it truly is a feast being spread, not mere crumbs, should it not be properly appreciated?” Tally replied.

Rob’s mouth turned up at the corners as he dropped the belt upon his discarded shirt. “It should be unseemly for a woman to think that way, but from your lips, it sounds….”

“I meant it as a compliment,” Tally interjected. “Praise,” she amended, as Rob frowned.

He unwound the kilt and dropped it onto the pile of clothes next to him.

Tally caught her breath.

His cock was stiffly erect, dark with blood and large. Generous, as they said in this age. It was beating with the throb of his heart.

“D’ye have praise for me now?” he asked softly.

“Oh, yes,” she murmured. She reached out a hand for him, but she was too far away.

Rob rose to his feet long enough to lift her once more, his hands around her waist. “There’s no more time for play.” His voice was rough. Hurried. He put her on her back on the furs and himself next to her. “You’ve driven me too far, too fast, this time.” His hand swooped along her flank, from breast to knee, before lifting her leg and separating her thighs.

Tally opened herself up, letting Rob settle between her thighs. She could barely contain her impatience to have him inside her. Her whole body quivered with anticipation.

“I canna wait, Tally,” Rob breathed, resting over her.

“Don’t,” she told him, reaching for him. She curled her leg over his hip. “Don’t wait at all.”

Nevertheless, he tried to ease into her, to decrease her discomfort, his eyes closing with the effort to constrain himself and not slam into her with all the power he could muster.

The feel of his cock separating her tissues, filling the aching void of her pussy, was heavenly. Tally quivered and clenched around his shaft, her orgasm already starting to build deep inside her.

Finally, Rob’s pelvis nudged her clit, creating a flare of pleasure, as he filled her completely.

He kissed her, hard and long, leaving her breathless.

“Again,” she gasped. “Faster.”

Rob chuckled. “Wanton.”

“Yes,” Tally agreed.

He pulled out of her, almost all the way, then slid back in, making her groan in pleasure. “Again,” she begged.

“It will finish me,” he warned.

“And me,” she replied. “I’m so close…”

Rob exhaled sharply. “Sweet lord,” he breathed. He shut his eyes for a moment. He rose over her, lifting himself onto his arms, fully extended and began to thrust into her in heavy strokes, using the full power of his body to drive himself deep and hard.

Tally curled her legs around his hips and gripped the furs, writhing as she spiralled up in the climb toward a mind-blowing climax. She could feel the power of it gathering inside her. Then it hit.

Tally reached for Rob as her senses seemed to dim under the onslaught of the orgasm. She felt his shoulders under her hands as her body locked, her breathing stopped, perhaps even her heart-beat halted.

The peak pulsed for what seemed like eons, before it ebbed and passed, letting her muscles relax and her body go limp.

Rob thrust once more, a hard push deep inside her. His cock spasmed and his pelvis quivered against her as he came with a groan that sounded like it was pulled from the roots.

He remained still, propped over her, sweat shining at his temples, his chest heaving. “I didn’t know a woman could do that…like a man.”

“It’s called climaxing.” Tally hesitated. “All women can climax. Just like men.” She tried to read his face, but he was keeping his expression carefully neutral. “You find it…distasteful?”

Rob swallowed, staring down at her. “No,” he said at last. His voice was rough again. Tally realized that his cock was still inside her and that it was as hard and large as if he had never come. “No, I don’t find it distasteful at all,” he added. “Especially the sounds ye made as ye…climaxed.” He drew another short breath. “Ye screamed, Tally, near enough.”

Tally felt her cheeks heat. Her whole face and neck bloomed with sudden warmth. “I screamed?” she repeated.

Rob shifted his weight to one elbow and stroked her cheek, smiling. “Ye blush like a maiden now. Is it that ye’ve never done that before, Tally? Not even with your Christian?”

She closed her eyes, her humiliation complete.

Rob tapped her cheek gently. “Look at me, Tally,” he commanded, his voice low. There was no doubt in his voice that she would obey.

Tally forced herself to open her eyes and look at him.

His finger touched her lips. “Ye told me ye true name because ye would not let yerself be taken by me under a false one, did ye not, Natália?”

Tally swallowed. Decisions, decisions. What damage would this truth do? Then she looked properly into Rob’s eyes and knew she couldn’t lie. “Yes,” she replied, without further thought.

“That’s also why ye told me about Christian, yes?”

She took a deep breath and nodded.

“Why did ye tell me to call you Tally, hmm?”

Tally thought of and rapidly discarded a dozen different explanations and outright lies. Then she simply settled for the truth again. “I like you,” she told him. “I want you to use my real name. The one everyone else uses when I’m at home.”

“The one Christian uses when he is not angry with ye.”

“Yes.”

Rob smiled and lifted her as he rose to sit on his heels, keeping himself inside her the whole time. Talley ended up straddling his lap once more, but this time the position was much more erotic and intimate. She gasped, gripping Rob’s shoulders as his cock pushed so deeply inside her it pressed up against her cervix. Tally rested her head against Rob’s shoulder, her pussy clamping around his shaft as her body roused once more.

“There is truth between us of a sort, then,” Rob said, lifting her chin and looking her in the eye. “Good.” He kissed her. “The rest can come when it will.” He gripped her waist and lifted her, so he could thrust himself back inside her.

Fright tore through Tally as she processed his calm, utterly assured statement. There could be no further truth from her. The danger to Rob, to this world, was too awful to even consider telling him even a small portion of the real truth about herself.

But the sensuality of the moment caught up with her and swept away her fright, overwhelming her with need and the intoxicating pleasure of being taken by this odd anomaly of a man from so far in the past her peers called it ancient history.








Chapter Four
 

Charbonneau settled himself on the cramped seat and followed Justin’s motions as the agent buckled himself into the complicated x-style belting.

“It always seems like overkill here on Earth,” Justin said. “But you’ll be glad you have them when we leave the atmosphere.”

“The shuttle doesn’t have artificial gravity?” Charbonneau asked, surprised. Artificial gravity, one of the nicer side benefits of FTL flight, had long ago become economical, even planet-side.

“It’s too difficult to maintain gravity against the surges…you’ll see. I’m surprised this is your first beanstalk trip.”

“I just never got around to it.” Charbonneau shrugged, an abbreviated movement under the harness. He looked around the shuttle. He was familiar with the mechanics and theory of the beanstalk from media coverage when it had first been built and installed, about twenty years ago. Justin had been more informative on their journey across the Sydney Harbour Bridge to the station where the beanstalk was rooted.

The cabin was vaguely crescent-shaped, matching the rest of the vehicle. The inner curve of the crescent was where the magnetic and physical pincers grabbed the polymer and steel-fibre banister of the bean stalk. The stalk was four metres in diameter and carried another shuttle on the other side.

That shuttle was at Halfway Station, outside Earth’s atmosphere, at the other end of the stalk. At mid-point along the stalk the two shuttles would pass each other. That would take place sometime after they left the atmosphere, because there was more of the stalk floating weightless in space than there was trailing down to the Earth’s surface.

“I understand the physics that holds this thing up,” Charbonneau said quietly, for other passengers were settling in on either side of them, lining the inner curve of the cabin, facing the windows. “But I confess that the idea of nothing but thin air holding up a very heavy, very large cable seems to smack of heresy and witchcraft.”

“There is no air in space,” Justin pointed out. “So, technically, nothing but dust particles and atomic matter is doing the work. And not much of that, either.”

“You’re very reassuring,” Charbonneau chided him.

Justin grinned. “We can change the subject, if you like.”

The cabin gave a barely-felt shiver and they began to move. Charbonneau found himself gazing out of the windows. “We’re rising so fast!”

Justin stared at him. “This is your first time in space, too,” he said slowly, suspiciously. “You’ve never left Earth before.”

Charbonneau considered lying, then shrugged. “I thought it was finally time,” he said. He glanced at the woman sitting next to Justin, who was staring at them, patently eavesdropping. She smiled at him. An offering.

He smiled briefly back and pulled out his pocket watch to check the time, which allowed him to look away from her without insult.

“We’ll reach Halfway just after midnight, Sydney time,” Justin told him.

“Thank you.” He put the watch away. “It occurs to me that it is perhaps not normal for you, a travel agent, to escort clients up the stalk to company headquarters.”

“It’s not normal for clients to travel to HQ at all,” Justin assured him, dropping his voice so only Charbonneau could hear. “All our clients are human. Nearly everyone at the Agency is vampire. Humans tend to be unsettled by such a concentration of vampirekind and that would be bad for business. So…” Justin shrugged. “Most tours begin and end at the branch where the contract was finalized.” He smiled. “But you’re not here for a tour.”

“Do all new recruits get such red carpet treatment, then?”

“We’ve never had someone come to us before. Sometimes we must seek them out, using the most careful and discreet approaches. Most often, a name is recommended to us via someone already with the Agency and the approach is easier. But each new traveller is such a precious resource, we always shape our welcome to suit them.”

“Can I ask a personal question?”

“Of course.”

“How do you….” He dropped his voice, aware of everyone around them and chose his words carefully. “How did you acquire such a tan? It has puzzled me since we met.”

Justin’s smile broadened. “Sunshine serum,” he murmured.

“You don’t mind the weakness? The headaches? Poor sight? Or does it not affect you that much?”

“All that and more,” Justin confessed. “But for now, passing as human is still sweet. Sweeter than the pleasures of travelling. I believe you know that enticement, yourself. I haven’t researched, but just counting up on my fingers, I figure you’ve been successfully passing for about six hundred years.”

Charbonneau kept his expression neutral. “Something like that,” he said carefully.

Justin’s brow wrinkled. Then it cleared. “So I work to look like a rugged Australian, mate.” He looked out the window. “Ah and there’s the view that makes the slide up the beanstalk worth it,” he said, more loudly. “From here you can see the Bridge and the whole harbour, right out to the Pacific.”

The change of subject was as delicate as every dealing Charbonneau had with Chronologic Touring Inc. A tiny blossom of hope bloomed upon the concealed, despairing landscape of his thoughts.

* * * * *
 

Tally woke to feel the warmth of sunshine on her face. The tent flap had been lifted enough to allow a small shaft of early morning sun to filter into the tent and it fell directly onto her face, waking her.

She roused slowly, feeling the aches and strains in her body that came from a night of greedy and uninhibited sex.

Rob had been a fast learner. Once he understood that she had few maidenly reservations and possibly knew more about sex and eroticism than he, Rob had suppressed his male, medieval ego and embraced the idea of mutual pleasure with enthusiasm.

Tally sniffed, inhaling Rob’s scent. She was in no hurry to move, yet. The camp was still quiet outside, so it had to be just past dawn. In a moment, she would slide out the tent and go looking for Leuwis, before Rob awoke and realized the rope was no longer attached to her wrist.

She opened her eyes slowly, letting them get used to the sun. She realized then why Rob’s scent was so strong. His plaid was covering her. A makeshift blanket.

She sighed.

“Ye are awake, then.” Rob’s arm tucked in over her waist and cupped her breast. She felt his body heat behind her as he drew closer to her back. The movement of his hand dragged her own hand upwards and she realized with a jolt of surprise that her wrist was already tied to Rob’s. He must have refastened the rope during the night. She tugged on the rope disbelievingly. Even after last night, he had tied her up?

“Ah, Tally, I’m not such a fool that I would leave the rope off,” he murmured, his lips against the back of her shoulder. His fingers stroked her breast, teasing the nipple erect, making her gasp. “Ye said ye would stop at nothing to get ye servant back. I dinna forget that. ‘till I know everything about ye, the rope stays between us.”

Tally sighed. “I suppose I was the foolish one, then,” she whispered.

Rob pushed her knees forward, bending them. Warmth filled her as she guessed his intentions. The head of his cock pushed against the entrance to her pussy then slid inside, feeling larger than usual because of the position she was in.

“Mmm, nice,” she said.

“Yes,” he growled. He separated her thighs, giving him access to her genitals and slipped his hand between her legs.

Tally sighed as his fingers stroked her cleft gently, spreading her moisture and working their way deeper inside her folds, until they were rubbing and teasing her throbbing, swollen clit.

Tally arched, her body quivering, as a climax quickly started to build. “Ah, Rob,” she said breathlessly. “You already…know me…too well. Don’t leave yourself…behind.”

“I’ve discovered pleasure in having ye climax around me,” he returned. “I wonder if I can make ye come hard enough if it will make me come, too. I have a ken to try.”

Tally caught at his hand, halting his fingers. “Try something else, then, if that’s your wish.” She rolled her head to look over her shoulder and look him in the eye. His gaze was sleepy, his blue eyes half-hooded, but she had learned that merely was Rob’s look when he was deeply aroused. She quivered in reaction to the sight of him in that state now.

“Try what?” he returned.

“Your shaft. Put it in my other opening and use your fingers for my woman’s opening and my nub.” And she held her breath.

A fine line appeared between his brows. “You have another word for that…opening?”

“Anus,” she supplied. “Ass.”

“Aye, we call it that, too. It’s also the place used by men when they’re together.”

“Yes,” Tally agreed and waited.

Rob licked his lips.

“Do you find the idea appealing?” Tally asked softly.

“I…” He cleared his throat.

Tally clenched around his cock and found it rock hard inside her. Yes, he found the idea appealing. He just needed more coaxing to admit it.

“When you’re inside me that way,” she murmured, “I will be like a tight fist around you. When I come because of what your hands are doing to me, I will close around you even harder. It’s possible you’ll come, just like you wish, Rob. Just from my coming and clenching around you.”

“Sweet Lord…” he breathed. “Tally, your wanton ways will lead me into Hell.”

“Heaven,” she corrected, as he pulled his cock from her. “You’ll think you’ve gone to Heaven.” She kissed him and felt the fine trembling in him that signalled subterranean excitement. “The oil you used last night for your saddle ring—the little pot. You’ll need it,” she told him.

Rob shot her a look that was a mix of surprise and puzzlement, but he silently rose and reached for the little pot of oil as she requested. He was quite naked and unconcerned about the half-opened tent flat, but it was still very early. His well-trained body in the early light seemed to glow with good health. His cock jutted from between his thighs, still glistening with her moisture.

He knelt back beside her, unstoppered the pot and held it out to her.

“You may do the honours, Robert.” She pulled the plaid aside, baring her ass.

Rob gave out an unsteady sigh. “Ye are ever a challenge, Tally.”

“Oh, you will enjoy this,” she assured him. “You need to spread it around the outside of my anus. And inside, too.”

“Inside,” he repeated, sounding almost awed.

His first touch was tentative. Delicate. His well oiled fingers slipped around the taut opening and she drew in a gasping breath. “Deeper,” she urged him. “You will not hurt me.”

A single digit probed gently inside. “Christ,” Rob whispered, his voice hoarse.

“Use two fingers,” Tally told him, her own voice unsteady.

His finger withdrew, then two pushed their way past the muscle. Tally fought not to bear down on him or jerk her hips in reaction. It had been too long. She had forgotten this sweet sensation and the associated pleasures. “Hurry,” she breathed. “That’s enough. Now oil yourself.”

“Ah, gods, Tally,” Rob murmured. She heard the slick sound of oil on flesh and looked over her shoulder. Rob was on his knees, still, and had his hand curled around his cock, smearing the oil along the length of it. Tally caught her breath at the sight.

Rob’s eyes narrowed. “Ye…like to see this?”

“Very much, yes,” she confessed.

He exhaled. “Another layer,” he muttered. He lay on his side behind her and she felt his cock nestled up against her cleft. It was slick and hot and her heart lurched at the touch. Excitement fizzed through her.

“This must be slow,” she warned Rob.

“I know the way of it,” he told her. His cock nudged her anus and pushed up against the ring of muscle. Tally relaxed and his cock slipped inside, the muscle allowing him in. He edged his way deeper, a fraction of an inch at a time, until he was lodged completely inside her.

Tally sighed.

“A fist indeed,” Rob muttered. He lifted her upper leg up and over his knees, spreading her open. “And now I get to play.”

He gave her no time to recoup. His fingers found her cleft and buried themselves in her folds before she had time to draw breath. Tally gasped, her hips bucking, as he invaded her pussy and simultaneously tugged and tweaked her clit.

She gave a small cry as sensations bombarded her, wriggling and bucking as the climax that had been gathering earlier now bloomed once more and swirled closer, bigger and brighter than before.

“Oh, Rob! Oh!” she managed to warn him before the climax hit, bowing her back and locking her muscles all over again.

She heard a strange guttural cry, that she thought was Rob. But then she heard Rob groan as he climaxed and realized she was making that sound. That scream.

As her body relaxed from the orgasm, Rob’s hand gripped her hips and turned her onto her knees. His hands did not release her hips. He thrust into her, his breath escaping him in hard exhalations each time he drove into her, until he gave a shuddering, gasping groan and came again.

He withdrew from her and lifted her up so that she rested against him. His chest was still rising and falling quickly and she could feel his heart racing against her back. His lips pressed against her shoulder and his arms came around her from behind, holding her.

“Ye screamed again, Tally,” he said softly.

She smiled. “You came twice, Rob. The first just as I promised you would.”

He spoke even more softly. “’tis glad I am ye went for mushrooms that day.”

So am I, Tally thought.

But the rope was digging into her wrist where it lay between her forearm and his, a constant reminder of the truth she couldn’t speak aloud.








Chapter Five
 

Halfway Station was the giant’s house at the top of the beanstalk, in every sense. It was a huge, sprawling, tangled mess of external structural girders and docking ports that serviced every inter-planetary ship that came to Earth. The industrial sections were glued together with living modules, corridors, greenhouses and all the other paraphernalia human life needed to survive in space.

It looked more like a child’s attempt to build something with Meccano than a serviceable, functioning structure through which millions of people poured each year, and in which another five thousand permanently lived.

When the beanstalk shuttle slid up into the belly of it and artificial gravity kicked in, Charbonneau gratefully slid out of the harness. Weightlessness was a curious sensation he was in no hurry to repeat, although vampires couldn’t get sick like humans could.

“We have to hurry now,” Justin told him, moving up the ramp into the main customs hall. “There’s no formalities for us, as we’re going through to the agency. Here.” He indicated a side passage and they both ducked into it. “But we do have to get to the shuttle so we can rendezvous with the Agency as it swings by, which it will do in about thirty-five minutes.”

“Is its orbit very close?”

“Far enough to avoid colliding close enough to make it convenient to get there, if you have to use this way.”

“There’s another way?”

“They’ll explain that one to you, I’m sure.” Justin strode along the corridor, and turned right into another that intersected. This one lay on the outside of the station and the walls were corrugated and clear, like glass, protected by girders that curved over it.

It gave Charbonneau an unexpected view of Earth. The planet hovered overhead, completely dark except for the shimmer of sunlight on its eastern edge. “Stunning,” he murmured, wishing he could linger to admire.

“Permanent night. Now you understand why the Agency chose the satellite as headquarters.”

Ahead of them and clearly waiting for them, a young man in street clothes stood watching them come toward him. He waved them on. “Ferry is warmed up and waiting. All set to go. Our window closes in five, though.”

“Thanks, Tinker,” Justin told the boy as they drew closer. “This is Constant Charbonneau Villeneuve. Our newest recruit.”

Tinker nodded as he turned to stride down the corridor, leading them. “Yep, I heard all about you. All the women going ga-ga.” He turned his head to look back at them and rolled his eyes. “You’d think we were getting royalty.”

“Tinker,” Justin snapped.

“Well, y’d think, huh? Are you royalty?”

The question was sharply put and it took a second for Charbonneau to realize the lad was speaking directly to him.

“There are no royalty in France. Don’t you remember your history?”

“Remember?” the boy spluttered. He looked at Justin. “He doesn’t know.”

“Know what?” Charbonneau asked.

“I’m human, is what. You vamps, you can live forever, but you make shitty pilots. Your inner ear fluids ain’t fluid. So you don’t get space sick, but you ain’t got balance, either. So you can’t judge worth shit when you have to bring something in and line it up.”

Charbonneau blinked.

Tinker laughed. “You ain’t been around your own kind much, have you?”

Such a casual explanation of a basic function of vampire physiology that he had never even considered before was shocking. But Tinker had already moved on, both physically and verbally. As he moved ahead of them up the passage, he spoke with his chin on his shoulder. “That must be how you survived the Revelation and the Censure, huh? No brethren around you to turn you in when they put the thumbscrews on ‘em.”

Charbonneau glanced at Justin, who just laughed. “You’ll get used to him.”

“He isn’t afraid of me…us, at all.”

“Why should I be afraid?” Justin said, as if Charbonneau had spoken to him directly. “You look like you fed recently and now you’re with the Agency, you’ve got a vested interest in keeping things sweet between vamps and humans. And you’ll never again be without red juice.”

“Synthetic blood,” Justin translated, even before Charbonneau could look at him helplessly.

“And you need me to get across to the satellite,” Tinker continued, seemingly without drawing breath, “So I figure you’re not about to extend your fangs near me.” An outer door lock just ahead lay open, the interior of a small ship visible beyond it. “Here we go, it’s a bit tight, but hey, you guys used to sleep in coffins, right? This’ll feel like a dance hall to you.”

* * * * *
 

Rob MacKenzie freshly bathed was impossible to resist.

He had left Tally tied up and hoisted upon the tent pole, her hands so high up she didn’t have a hope of lifting herself off the peg. Then he had posted a guard outside the tent while he had taken himself off to the river to bathe.

However, he had won over her eternal soul by returning with a steaming bucket of hot water and soap. But he had not left her alone to bathe. He had washed her himself.

“Ye still intend to free ye manservant the moment I turn my back, Tally. So wash ye I will.”

“Of course, I would steal away even buck naked and soapy to free Leuwis,” she pointed out.

Rob grinned as he ran the cloth over her body in a lingering swipe. “I never can tell what yer nimble mind might come up with next, Tally. I can’t afford to take any chances with ye.”

After he had washed every inch of her, he dried her with a soft clean cloth, shucking off his hastily clad and damp kilt to do the work properly. By then, her hunger for his body that never seemed to properly sleep had risen once more and Tally reached for Rob, running her hands over his shoulders and arms and chest. Rob dropped the cloth and gathered her to him, all pretence gone. His lips seared a path from her mouth to her throat, down to her chest. She realized she had been swept up off her feet as his mouth closed around her nipple.

Furs touched her back and legs. She had been laid down. And still Rob bent over her, his hands and mouth working their swift magic.

Tally roused herself. “No,” she murmured. “My turn.” She pushed at his shoulder. Then again, harder.

Rob sat back, a small smile on his lips. “Your turn?” His blue eyes sparkled with amusement.

Tally pushed on his shoulder again. It was like trying to move a mountain. This was one of the drawbacks of travelling. As a temporary human, she lost all her strength and power. Normally, she would have been able to throw Rob across the burn with little effort. With simple human muscle power, she was pathetically weak. “Lie down,” she ordered.

He lifted a brow, but obeyed. His cock was already stirring. Lengthening.

Tally spread his thighs and knelt between them and his cock jerked and stiffened perceptively. She smiled. “Now who is anticipating?” she crooned, running her fingers down his chest.

Rob’s eyes gleamed in the low light of the tent. “A man’s mind can guess what lies ahead, given our positions.”

Tally hid her smile and bent to slide her tongue along the long length of his shaft and swirl it around the tip of his cock.

Rob sucked in his breath.

Quickly, she curled her hand around the base of his cock and plunged the head into her mouth, as deep as she could take it.

Rob’s hips lifted off the furs as he groaned in reaction. His hand buried itself in her hair in a convulsive jerk.

Tally began to slide her mouth up and down the shaft, letting her lips bump over the flaring ridge of the head, and fluttering her tongue along the underside. She kept up a gentle suction.

Rob moaned and his cock grew more swollen and rigid in her hand. His hips twitched and his breathing became more ragged.

“Tally…” he murmured, with a desperate note.

It was the sign she had been waiting for. She reached between her legs and gathered on her fingers copious amounts of her own lubricant. She was very wet.

Then she reached between Rob’s thighs with her moistened fingers. She found and circled his anus.

He cried out in surprise.

She gently thrust her fingers into him.

Rob moaned and his climax hit immediately. His anus muscle clamped down hard on her fingers and his come blasted into her mouth in salty streaks. His hand in her hair curled into a tight fist before it loosened and fell to the furs.

“Ah Christ, Tally,” he said breathlessly. “I should have known ye would find a way to surprise me.”

She sat up. “Just surprise you, Rob?”

He hoisted himself onto one elbow and looked up at her. “I’ve given up on trying to judge ye, or anything we do, sweet Tally. How can any of it be wrong or evil if it feels so good?” He gave a half smile. “I just wonder when yer going to run out of ideas.”

She leaned over and kissed him. “There’s always more where that came from.”

“Ye are such a beauty,” he murmured and his big hand reached up to brush her hair away from her face. “The kind of beauty that drives men wild and makes them fight wars for the lack of it.”

“There is no such thing. You’re teasing me,” she whispered. All the same, she felt a glow in her heart that he would think such a thing of her.

“I would fight for ye.”

She laughed a little and he shook her to silence her.

Then she really looked into his eyes and her amusement faded. There in his eyes, she could read his heart, his soul….

“No, you cannot. Not for me.” She gripped his shoulder. “Not for me, Rob.”

“For you and no-one else.” His voice was a low rumble that she could feel against her hand.

Abruptly, painful tears pricked at her eyes. “I would break your heart,” she whispered.

“No, you wouldn’t.” He spoke with complete assurance. “I have watched ye for a week, Natália mine. I know ye. Ye would not deliberately hurt me. Ye think I don’t understand women, that I have not seen the glances you have sent me. Ye’re wrong.”

Real fear leapt in her chest. “You can’t possibly know me.”

“Not the facts, no. They still remain a mystery, but the truth—that I know. I know who ye are puts you in a dilemma you’ve spent a week trying to sort out in ye mind.”

She drew very still. “You know that?” she whispered weakly.

“I’d be the fool if I dinna notice what’s before my eyes.” His fingertips swept across her brow. “I’m not as foolish as all that.”

The prickling in her eyes turned to hard, searing tears. “There is no future for us,” she whispered. “None.”

Rob sat up and cupped her face with his hands. “Hush, my lover.” His lips touched hers. “D’ye know nothing of the Scots? We’ve been fighting against the longest odds this blasted world could throw at us for generations. Ye think a little thing like ye heritage could keep me from ye?”

Her tears fell, scalding her cheeks. “Rob, you don’t know…you can’t fight this, what I am.”

Rob brushed her tears away. “I don’t care what ye are, who ye are, where ye came from. I have ye now. I’ll fight any man to keep ye.” He held up his wrist, the one with the rope binding it. “I’ll fight this…whatever this is, that ye won’t tell me yet.” He kissed her. “Ye will tell me, Tally. Soon. I see it in yer eyes when ye think I’m not looking.”

Tally sat, unable to find anything to say. Rob’s observations were so uncannily accurate, she shivered in fear.

“You can’t fight it,” she said at last, and her voice sounded pathetically weak after Rob’s firm pronouncement. “You really can’t fight this.”

He shook his head. “There’s always a way, Tally.”

Tally pressed her lips together. Not always, she whispered mentally.

* * * * *
 

Tinker made lining up with an object hurtling through space at fifty metres a second seem extraordinarily easy.

The streamlined, elongated space station they approached housed the Chronometric Conservation Agency and the headquarters for Chronologic Touring Inc., the commercial arm of the Agency. It was a huge building, sprawling as only buildings in space can spread. Charbonneau watched the construction overshadow their tiny vessel as they slipped alongside it, matching speed.

There were navigation lights all along the side, flashing for Tinker’s guidance. He nodded, pleased. “‘kay, final approach,” he murmured.

“This is the fun bit,” Justin told Charbonneau, as the craft began a slow roll, the nose dipping “down” in relationship to the station. The ship rolled right through one hundred and eighty degrees until it was facing the opposite direction, although to Charbonneau’s senses, it was the station that had turned, while he had remained still.

“Speed still matches,” Justin said to Tinker. “Well done.”

“There’s a reason you pay me big bucks,” Tinker said off-handedly, studying his monitors. “Thirty metres. Twenty. Ten.”

Charbonneau realized the station was looming larger beside them. The ship shuddered and a dull ‘thunk’ sounded. He knew without being told they had arrived. The sound had been docking clamps.

“Squared away, done for the day,” Tinker sang and hopped out of his chair to land two-footed on the deck. Artificial gravity had returned. The boy grinned. “Wish I were a fly on the wall for your welcome.”

Justin cuffed him lightly across the head. “Stop stirring trouble where there is none.” He glanced at Charbonneau. “Ignore him. Tinker is always looking for ways to upset vampires.”

“Coz you can’t, moron,” Tinker said, writing rapidly and confidently on a hard copy board, as he glanced at dials—the good captain recording his flight properly. That gave Charbonneau more confidence than anything since he’d stepped onto the beanstalk. Tinker, despite his youth and brashness, was skilled and responsible. So far, the Agency had impressed him with the calibre of its people and the thought put into everything they did.

Even though he had expected nothing else, the confirmation was reassuring.

Justin glared at Tinker, then unlocked the pressure door and shoved hard with his shoulder. The door swung open and more hands grabbed the edge from the other side and pulled it all the way open.

Beyond was a small room with a few chairs, a low table and reading boards. A typical, mind-numbing waiting room. “After you,” Justin said, waving Charbonneau forward.

He stepped through the door into the waiting room, where two men in armoralls were already disappearing through a side service door, their job done.

Charbonneau glanced back at Justin, looking for guidance on where to go. That was when he saw the view beyond the air lock.

The ferry lay alongside the station, for the airlock was perpendicular to the walls. The wall of the waiting room on the other side of the lock was pure window, and the view took Charbonneau’s breath away.

He gazed upon Earth at night. They were too high up for individual lights to be seen, but where man gathered, there were glowing masses of light. On the right-hand edge of the globe, sunlight danced, but did not quite lift itself over the curve. Unlike Halfway station, this view was unobstructed.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Justin murmured, by his side. He pointed. “That dark mass in the middle is the Pacific Ocean.” He moved his hand to the left, where orange glowed brightly. “Australia coming up.” To the right, where more light glistened. “South America leaving. We’re in solar-synchronous orbit, always on the dark side of the earth. Half-way Station passes us every twenty-four hours, as it is in geo-synchronous orbit.”

“And this is the hard way to get here?” Charbonneau murmured, staring in wonder at the planet hanging over him.

“Oh, not harder. Just longer.” Justin grinned. “Ready?”

“What’s next?”

“Time to meet your new employer.”








Chapter Six
 

“The situation isn’t even classified as urgent yet,” Nayara added, as Christian adjusted a complicated double belt around his waist and re-settled the sword at his hip, underneath the big cloak over his shoulders. The belts sat over a robe that ended just above soft leather boots. Nayara could see a linen shirt peeking beneath the robe. Everything was embroidered and embellished and glowed with wealth.

“You don’t know that time at all,” Nayara ventured.

“I’ve been there,” Christian replied. “How do you think I got the marker from her?”

“Demyan knows the time much better. He travels there frequently, he knows the language—”

Christian rattled off a short sentence in a language Nayara didn’t recognize. “I don’t know much Gaelic,” he added. “But Scots will serve me everywhere but the remote highlands.”

Christian the linguist. Nayara sighed, her last argument defeated.

Brenden, their security chief, strode over from his glassed-in office and dropped a reading board down on the desk next to Christian. “Tally is just overdue, man. You know how this goes. If you don’t give her time to sort things out for herself, you might make it worse.”

Christian looked up from adjusting his clothing. “It’s already worse.”

“What, you know that in your gut?” Brenden curled the corner of his mouth up in distaste. His opinion of travellers who used gut-instinct was well-known. Brenden relied on data, facts and information even if those facts were slender and the data scanty. Brenden believed a vampire lost any sense of true instinct when they lost their humanity. All they were left with was an ability to guess…and guess wrong. So he never guessed and he crucified travellers who did so on his watch.

Christian’s jaw flexed and tightened. “Tally has been travelling for how long, Brenden? Thirty years? More?”

Brenden frowned. “Thirty-three, next month.”

“Has she ever, in those thirty-three years, once been late to return?”

Brenden’s frown deepened. “I’d have to look it up.”

“Don’t bother,” Christian said, picking up the reading board. “The answer is no. Despite some hair-raising disasters and tourists gone astray, Tally has coped.” He glanced at the board. “She’s been in 1314 for nearly five weeks when it was supposed to be a day trip.” He looked at Brenden, then at Nayara. “If someone of Tally’s calibre hasn’t returned after five weeks, you can be certain there’s something seriously wrong.”

Nayara nodded at Brenden, who crossed his arms over his great chest and glared at Christian. “We should be sending an issues expert in,” he growled.

“By all means, send them if you wish,” Christian replied, with a graceful nod of his head. He turned and headed for the arrival chambers. “Tell them they can catch up with me.”

Brenden swore softly as he watched Christian walk away.

Nayara patted his arm. “Leave it be,” she told him. “Christian is good at his job. He’ll get her out, Brenden.”

“He shouldn’t be going anywhere near her!” Brenden growled. He curled his hand into a fist. “I wish someone would get around to explaining how vampires still manage to fuck up their lives over matters of hormones when they don’t have any hormones left in their systems that still work.”

“You know that’s not why he’s going back—”

“Bullshit,” Brenden interjected.

“What’s bullshit?” Ryan asked, from behind them.

Nayara stepped aside to include Ryan in their conversation and explained where Christian was going.

Ryan rubbed his temple thoughtfully. “Nayara is right,” he told Brenden. “Christian has all the right skills. He can get Tally out of just about anything and he can call for help if he needs it. Why he’s doing it is irrelevant.”

Brenden scowled.

Ryan patted the big man’s shoulder. “If it helps, think of what Tally will do to Christian when she realizes that he has come to her rescue.”

Brenden grinned. “She’ll scrag him,” he said dreamily. “Or worse.”

“Exactly,” Ryan replied. “So relax, big guy.”

Brenden went back to his office, his head high, happy.

Nayara picked up the reading board and handed it to Ryan. “What was it you didn’t say to Brenden?”

Ryan blinked. “You caught that?”

“You held something back. A thought occurred to you that you nearly spoke aloud, but you changed your mind and spoke about Christian’s skills instead.”

Ryan nodded. He glanced toward Brenden’s office, then the workstations surrounding them. Some were occupied, but none of them near enough to hear him. He lowered his voice anyway. “It occurred to me that Demyan, who would be the most obvious one to send back for Tally, has spent nearly all his life passing as some sort of fighter. Military, para-military, mercenary. He would find a way to extract Tally from her situation, I have no doubt. But Christian has other skills and if she has been in 1314 for five weeks, unable to jump back, then he might be more useful.”

“What skills?”

Ryan grimaced. “In at least three centuries of his life, he’s been a medical doctor.”

* * * * *
 

Tally held her hand out so the sunlight spilling in from the opening of the tent illuminated the back of it and examined the flesh carefully. It looked healthy, soft and unmarked. No liver spots. No wrinkles.

“Whatever are ye doing, Tally?” Rob asked, his arm sliding around her waist from behind. As she wore only her kirtle and was bare beneath that, she could feel every inch of him pressed against her. She tried to harden her heart before the warmth spilled through her.

“Wondering when you are going to let me go, Rob MacKenzie, so I can collect my manservant and plague you no more.”

“And now ye’re lying to me.” He turned her around in his arms and lifted her chin to make her look at him.

Damn it, but when he held her like this, she could barely think. Barely breathe. “I’ve not lied to you,” she protested.

“There’s the small matter of a basket of mushrooms,” he reminded her.

“Which has probably gone to dust by now. It’s been weeks, Rob. The English are coming and you must be ready for war. You need to let me go.”

“And then ye’ll be gone for good, won’t ye?” he said softly.

She tamped down the childish wail that built inside her every time she considered this matter. “I have to. I must. It is my duty and there’s no way around it.”

“Yer duty,” he repeated in a tone filled with disbelief. “A maiden’s duty is to marry well and I don’t know a father in this land that would protest a match with me.”

“Hush. For god’s sake, hush, Rob. Have you not figured out that maidenly concerns long since passed me by?”

He grinned and pressed her hips into his. “I’d suspected some of it.”

She pushed against his shoulder. “I mean it. Do you not understand that there are some things you cannot resolve, that you cannot fix for me? There are some things that will stop you from keeping me.”

“Tell me those things. I’ll remove them.”

She sighed. “I can’t do this anymore, Rob.”

His smile faded. “There’s no ‘can’t’. I’m keeping ye here. I’m keeping ye safe and I’ll fight the whole blighted world to a standstill to make it so.”

“There’s more than the world against you this time,” she whispered.

Finally, her dread seemed to communicate itself to him. “Who are ye?” he asked gently. “I love every inch of ye, but I know not who ye are.”

“Someone you cannot keep, Rob. I must return home. Soon. Time is running out for me.”

Natália. Can you hear me?

She quivered inside Rob’s arms and began to shiver. She recognized the light mental touch immediately.

Lee? She whispered in her mind, hope and disbelief battling within her.

“Ye’re shaking, Tally,” Rob said. “What ails ye?”

I am at the marker. Bring me to you. Lee’s mental voice was as commanding as his normal voice.

Thinking words would take too long and Rob was already concerned. So she thrust feelings, images and ideas at Lee and hoped he would be able to sort through them all. But I can reach here, she added, showing Lee an image of the location she had in mind and how to reach it from the marker.

I’ll be there. Lee’s mental presence withdrew.

Rob cocked his head. “Your thoughts are elsewhere,” he accused her.

“Actually they’re…well, can we take a walk, you know…?” She tried to look coy and embarrassed.

“Ah…” He released her and got to his feet, giving her a glimpse of hard thighs and more that made her heart race. He tugged on the rope between them and helped her up.

They walked out of the camp, stirring little interest. Robert MacKenzie’s hostage had long since become a fixture. Even having her hobbled to his wrist had faded as a sensation. Their daily strolls into the woods for private functions were just as routine.

Tally looked for Leuwis as they moved through the camp and saw that he was feeding the horses. Rob had arranged for the man to earn his keep. On the occasions when Tally managed to glimpse him, he seemed well enough for a manservant at the beck and call of some of the toughest soldiers in the world. He was at least surviving and that was all she could arrange for now.

They moved through the woods to the shallow ravine where Tally could have as much privacy as could be arranged with a man tied to her wrist. Even in this matter Rob remained adamant and the rope stayed in place.

They were almost at the ravine when Lee stepped around the bole of one of the largest trees, onto the path before them.

“Natalie,” he said simply. He was wearing the clothing of an upper class English lord.

It happened too fast for Tally’s human senses to follow. There was a ring of steel, a flash of silvery brightness and a swish of steel passing through air. Lee seemed to sway back, then stepped sideways and threw his arm up.

Two swords came clashing together right in front of her, locked almost at the hilts.

“No! Rob, no,” Tally cried, trying to turn to explain, but the rope on her wrist wound around her hips and anchored her. “He is a friend!”

Lee’s gaze took in the rope. “You said he was civilized, Tally. What civilized man tethers a woman like a goat?”

She held up her free hand, trying to caution him. “You don’t understand all of it, Lee.”

Rob pushed up behind her, lifting his sword blade up. “Ye’d be Christian, then?” he said to Lee. His arm settled around Tally’s waist, his hand claiming her hip.

Lee’s gaze took in Rob’s possessive gesture. He lowered his sword and slid it back into his scabbard. “I would,” he said slowly. “It appears I’ve been the subject of conversation.”

Tally bit her lip. This wasn’t how she had imagined this going. She hadn’t dreamed that Lee would be the one the Agency would send in the first place. What had Brenden been thinking?

“Ye have, indeed,” Rob said. Tally heard him push his own sword back home. “I told Tally ye’d be the one to come for her.”

“Did you?” Lee studied Rob thoughtfully. “Would it offend you if Tally and I spoke our own language for a moment or two? There are words we must use that don’t exist in Scots.”

“Speak what ye must,” Rob replied. “But I warn ye, I know English well enough to understand what ye say.”

Lee smiled. “I rather doubt it.” He pointed to the rope on Tally’s wrist. “The rope isn’t necessary any more—not while her manservant is back at the camp. I am here to negotiate her ransom. Would you consider removing it?”

Tally glanced at Rob over her shoulder. He was frowning, suspicious.

“Please, Rob,” she whispered. “I will not run away. Not now.”

He sighed. “If I haven’t earned your trust by now, then I don’t deserve it,” he murmured back. He pulled his dirk from his belt and sliced through the knot. The rope tumbled to the ground and he untied the end around his own wrist and let it drop with a grimace of distaste.

Tally turned to Lee and caught a fleeting glimpse of an expression, one of sharp relief. It disappeared even as she looked at him and his face returned to the urbane, polite expression she was used to.

But his relief had been real. It was enough for her to take a quick step toward him and throw her arms around his neck and hold on tightly. Tears, which were always close to the surface at the moment, pricked her eyes and wet the breast of Lee’s robe.

Lee’s arms wrapped around her, the thick cloak enfolding her in warmth. Human warmth. Lee’s scent enveloped. For the first time, she felt body heat from him and male aroma.

“He’s right, Tally,” Lee murmured in modern English. “I’m here to take you home. We’ll figure this out.”

“You can’t solve this one,” she replied. She made herself let go and stepped back.

She looked for Rob. He had been watching her in Lee’s arms, his expression stony. Tally moved back toward Rob until her shoulder brushed up against his chest.

Lee’s eyes widened as he watched her do it. The symbolism was not lost on him.

“Rob,” Tally said. “You have been waiting for the truth. Now you shall have it.”

“Only if ye’re sure, Tally,” Rob breathed. “I’ll take ye on any terms ye care to name.”

Lee let out a breath. “Oh hell, Tally…” He had heard Rob.

Tally took a deep breath. “Lee, this is Robert David Bruce McKenzie, cousin to Robert the Bruce. My captor and the man I love.”

She heard Rob’s breath hiss inwards and he turned her to face him. “Truly?”

“Truly, Rob. But there is more and you must listen hard now, for time is very important.”

He was searching her face, searching for assurance.

“Do you believe that I love you, Rob?” she asked softly.

His expression softened. “Yes.”

“Then you must trust me and just accept what happens next.” She turned back to Lee. “This man, Rob, is Christian Lee Beauregard Jackson Hamilton and my…what you would call a clansman. A man I cannot let down.”

Lee pushed his hand through his hair. “You can’t be proposing to bring him back with us,” he said quickly in modern English.

“Can you imagine the time storm that would cause? I know I can’t, Lee. I’ve laid awake nights trying to figure this out.” Natália glanced over her shoulder. “The bend in the path there. Walk there and then jump back to here. It is the only demonstration I can think of that will help Rob understand.”

Lee considered this. “All right,” he agreed and stepped toward them. “If you will excuse me?” he asked. Rob moved aside. Lee strode up to the bend Tally had indicated and turned to face them.

“Ready?” he asked Rob.

“For what?”

And suddenly, he was not there.

“Where did he go?” Rob breathed.

“I’m right behind you,” Lee said. Rob spun to face the other way. Lee stood on the same spot he had been upon when he first stepped out from behind the tree.

Rob was breathing fast. He licked his lips and swallowed. But he did not protest. “Who are ye?” he said softly.

“I am like Lee,” Natália told Rob.

“There are no English like ye that I know of.”

“We’re not English. Nor of any country that exists in this year, Rob.”

“This…year?” He was still breathing hard, holding down his disbelief and panic. He swallowed and looked at Lee. “What year would ye be from, then?”

Lee rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. “I think you have already guessed the answer, Robert MacKenzie. Tally would not fall in love with a stupid man.”

“The future,” he said, his voice hoarse. He looked at her. “Christ wept, Tally,” he breathed.

“We are from a time that lies over a thousand years into your future,” she finished.

Rob’s breathing grew heavier and for a moment, Tally was alarmed. But then it slowed, until finally, he nodded, looking at them both. “All the things about ye I thought to be lies…they make sense once this is known about ye. This is the thing ye said I could not fight, isn’t it?”

“Not quite,” Tally said gently. “But it is related to this.”

“Natália must come home, Robert,” Lee added. “She cannot stay here.”

“Why not?” Rob demanded fiercely. “If ye can come and go as ye please, why can she not?”

“It’s complicated,” Tally rushed to reply. “Far more complicated than I’ve time to tell you now. But Lee,” Tally turned to him. “I need more time here.”

Lee shook his head. “You know the dangers,” he warned, in English. “You’ve been here five weeks already. You were fresh and well rested, so you could go months yet before stasis poisoning begins, but everyone’s tolerance is different. You really want to risk it for the sake of a romance that can have no happy ending, Tally?”

“There’s a complication. You and Ryan, Nayara, Brenden, all of you must give me more time here.”

“How much time?” Lee demanded, angry now.

“I don’t know, exactly.”

Lee opened his mouth to speak and Tally could see the truth hit him, as his jaw sagged and his eyes widened.

“Yes,” Tally confirmed softly. “I’m pregnant.”








Chapter Seven
 

The small city-sized satellite that housed the Chronologic Conservation Agency was now several thousand kilometres from Halfway Station, which clung to the end of the beanstalk.

The agency was gearing up for the main shift of the “day.” As Ryan was still working through from the previous shift, he didn’t notice the transition. He did notice when the “bad” he was grappling with became abruptly worse. Nayara, as CEO, usually kept the place ticking over like a well-tooled pocket-watch, but word had spread about Natália’s overdue return and tension was rising.

Tension caused accidents. So Ryan moved through the various departments, speaking with staff and supervisors, letting them vent, speak of their worries and get back to work. It always troubled them when a traveller went astray. A lost traveller was a reminder to everyone of their unique, precarious position in life. Only by continuing to risk themselves back in the past could they hold on to what they had fought for and won here in the present.

Nayara was already in Security when the big double doors slid aside to let Ryan in. She didn’t look away from the big electronic wallboard. Neither did anyone else and Ryan felt his gut tighten with tension.

Brenden Christos stood next to Nayara, his long legs spread, his arms crossed over the massive chest, looking up at the board with the same intensity. Brenden was the oldest surviving vampire Ryan had ever met—older even than Nayara. He had emerged from ancient Greece, was born a Spartan and made a vampire shortly after the valley of Thermopylae had been fought and won. His long memory and his Spartan upbringing made him the perfect security master.

Anything that could make Brenden fail to take notice of someone walking into Security could only be bad.

“Tell me,” Ryan said, stepping up beside them.

“Ezra hasn’t returned,” Nayara said.

Another one.

“Where is he?”

“Late Georgian England,” Brenden said in his gravelly voice. “His companion wanted to see Marie Antoinette.”

“Another one?”

“It’s one of the most popular tours for male clients,” Nayara said. “We’re trying to figure out who to send to check things out.”

Ryan looked up at the board. It spread from one side of the long room to the other. On the right hand side were a list of all their active Travellers. Trailing out to the left was a different colour line for each name. Along the length of the board the lines were crossed by dividing lines, like the fret lines on a guitar. Each line was the beginning and end of eras of history.

At various points along the length of each traveller’s lines were large dots. These showed the places in time where each traveller could reliably jump back to, where time markers had been placed or that the traveller knew intimately.

Ryan scanned the late Georgian period and saw the bright red dot for Ezra. It was blinking slowly. “Why England?” he said. “If the client wanted to see the French empire—”

“Marie Antoinette,” Brenden corrected dryly. “They add the king in there as an afterthought, to look decent. But it’s really the woman whose beauty brought a country to heel that they want to see—preferably when she’s having one of those milk and honey baths.”

“We don’t have anyone from France,” Nayara said.

“Charbonneau may be able to fix that, yes?” Ryan murmured. “He survived the French Revolution and still kept his head…he must have very vivid memories of that period.”

“We hope,” Nayara agreed. She looked at Brenden. “What about Ophelia?”

“Don’t be daft!” Brenden snapped. “She’s rather stake herself out on the Sahara with her eyes glued open.”

“She’s Ezra’s twin sister,” Nayara said. “If he’s in trouble she’ll help and I know she’s been to that time before. She knows the marker. Bring her in.”

“She’s not even an active traveller anymore and besides, she’ll blame me for all this.” Brenden scowled even harder.

“Do it now, Brenden,” Ryan said quietly.

“Alright, already.” Brenden strode across the department, heading for his office, while the others working in the room quickly ducked their heads and looked busy. None of them wanted to draw his attention right now.

His office door slammed shut long before the automatic opener could do it for him.

“Why send in someone right now?” Ryan asked Nayara. “Ezra has been gone how long?”

“Nearly two weeks. He’s a day overdue, but it’s not like Natália’s situation. Ezra has been working continuously for nearly six months. He hasn’t had a chance to feed and he was tired when he took this client. The client insisted on going right now and paid a big bonus to get his way.”

“A day overdue becomes a concern. I agree.” Ryan glanced at Brenden’s office, where the big man was talking to his phone, his face red with frustration. “Let’s hope Ophelia can pause long enough from castrating Brenden to come and help me.”

“You?” Nayara’s green eyes widened alarmingly. “No, Ryan. I forbid it. You haven’t travelled in nearly fifty years, you’ve never done Paris, you don’t even speak the language….” She hesitated. “Or do you have French tucked up your sleeve, too?”

“Je parle français assez bien au passage, Nayara.” He frowned. “What do you mean by ‘too’?”

She sighed. “Of course you would know French. Christian rattled off what I can only assume was medieval Scots without pausing for thought.”

“Naturally,” Ryan replied. “Tally taught him.”

“Oh.” Nayara could find nothing else to say.

Ryan gave her a small smile. “Ophelia will go with me,” he continued. “She has the marker and if Ezra is in trouble, it might take two of us to get him home.”

“You shouldn’t be travelling, Ryan. You’re the president of the agency. You’re needed here.”

He waved at the board. “Who else can go?” he asked reasonably. “Everyone is already travelling, not rested enough, or doesn’t know the time and place well enough to pass. I have at least been there.”

Nayara cast around for an answer, but could find none. She scowled. “At least come back on time,” she told him. “I don’t want to have to send more good people after you.”

Ryan grinned. “You mean you wouldn’t come after me yourself, Nia?”

Her breath caught. It had been years since Ryan had used the short form of her name. The last time…the last time…

The memory leapt into her mind, clear and fresh as if it had just happened. A sense/vision of Ryan’s hard body pressed against hers, holding her against a cold wall. Shielding her, while dark shadows moved amongst the inky black of a darker night. The vampire patrols that had been a part of the early Censure years had created more fear amongst humankind than vampires ever had…and more misery and true death for vampires, too. “They caught me by surprise,” she had whispered to Ryan, by way of apology.

“Beidh mé
i gcónaí
anseo
ar do shon, mo
Nia
álainn,” he had murmured, turning her face into his chest to hide its paleness from the patrolling censure enforcers.

Nayara hadn’t understood his whispered words then, but she had memorized them. It had only taken a year to learn Irish and what a vampire learns they never forgot.

“I will always be here for you, my lovely Nia.”

But Ryan never again used Salathiel’s name for her…until now.

Nayara held out her hand. “Ryan…don’t go.”

He hesitated. She could see him pause. His gaze roamed over her face, as if he were trying to unearth something hidden to him. Then it fell to her throat and away. “Ezra needs help,” Ryan said shortly. “I’ll be back when he’s safe.” He turned and walked away, heading for the wardrobe compartment.

* * * * *
 

Sitting high enough to be occasionally hidden by clouds and tucked deep inside a fold of the Scottish highlands, the half-built remains had the virtue of being one of the most remote in Scotland. The stone construction had begun life as a monastery, but the building had never been completed. The good brothers had abandoned it in favour of a site in northern England, where the politics were more stable.

It was here that Rob’s woman and unborn babe were brought and it was here that Rob was truly acquainted with the facts of Natália’s life.

It began with the building. There was an extended cellar system in place and some solid rooms above it. In the most distant and hardest to reach cellar, Christian had planted a device that wrote figures in light, marking time. The concept of tracking actual minutes and hours was novel enough to Rob, let alone the device that marked it.

“There is a lot you are going to have to simply accept,” Christian had told him in his clear and proper Scots. “Natália doesn’t have time for us to be coy or discreet. Besides, the things you will experience in the next few months would take more than your lifetime to explain, anyway.”

The novelty of the atomic clock, as Christian had named it, swiftly fled as people began appearing out of that cellar. More and more of them, carrying equipment that Rob could not begin to name…until he spotted a hammer amongst the more bizarre tools.

In two days the modern construction crew had built a solid roof over the half-built rooms above the cellars. It had the virtue of looking authentic to Rob’s eyes, but was utterly waterproof. “And likely to outlast the stone it’s protecting,” Christian said, translating the words of the head of the building crew, as the man had assessed his work with evident satisfaction.

The work crew had wended their way into a different cellar after that and not returned. In their place came more of Natália’s people. These ones she knew and welcomed as friends in her strange tongue, her face lighting with happiness.

That had given Rob pause. He’d barely spared thought for Natália’s people even when he’d thought them to be folk of his own time. Natália was simply there. His.

But these men and women all greeted her in genuine friendship.

“These people are my family, Rob,” she told him. “They are not kin the way you measure it, but we have lived and worked together for many years. They would have happily paid your ransom, if they had known about it.”

Natália’s people began to furnish the rooms and cellars with luxuries beyond Rob’s wildest imagination. The rooms were cleaned to the point of sterility and turned into soft, well-lit, warm cocoons completely sheltered from the weather outside.

“This is how you live, in your time?” Rob asked, looking at the long table that was being prepared for a meal. There was enough food to feed a family of four for nearly a month.

“Not exactly,” Natália said and hesitated.

“What is it?”

Natália glanced at Christian, who had paused from his activities in the kitchen area to study them both. He had heard the question, too. Rob’s heart began to race, for there was pity in Christian’s glance.

“What is it ye keep from me?” he demanded of Natália.

She laid her warm, small hand on his cheek. “Rob, my love, I hold very little back from you and what I do is for very good reasons. But there is so much to tell you. So very much to tell and so little time, that I must pick and choose amongst a thousand facts. I…don’t know where to start.”

He caught her hand in his and held it. “Then start with this. Tell me why this is not how you live at home.”

Her eyes glistened with tears. “This is my home. For now.”

“Tell me,” he insisted.

Christian spoke quickly in their native tongue. But Rob had been listening carefully for many days now and caught a few words he knew. They were enough to alarm him.

“Why should I be afraid of Natália?” he demanded.

Again, the two of them glanced at each other.

Christian put down the knife he had been using to chop the strange food he called vegetables, yet were unlike any such vegetables Rob had ever seen. “I didn’t say you would be afraid. I said you had no reason to be afraid of us, because you have never heard of vampires and don’t know their history.”

“You are…vampires?”

“Not here,” Natália said swiftly, reassuringly. “Here in this time, we are very human.”

He laid his hand on her belly, which even now was beginning to round out. “You can be naught else,” he said roughly.

Abruptly, the tears in her eyes swelled and rolled down her cheeks. “So much to explain,” she whispered.

The words were hard to say, but Rob forced himself to them. “Ye are scaring me, Tally.”

She brushed her tears away and took a breath. “Damn, but I seem to weep at the drop of a hat.”

“The babe does that,” Rob said with calm authority, even though his heart was pounding. “Please, Tally. Explain to me why I bargained with my cousin for a release from his army and brought you to this place where no other man will ever venture? Why should ‘vampire’ fill me with fear?”

She took a deep breath. “I will tell you.” And she did.

Christian continued to prepare the meal he was making. He did not seem to find the chore a demeaning one unfit for a man. He seemed more adept at handling food than Tally, whom Rob thought would have had more practice.

As Tally told her tale, Christian occasionally interjected with comments and observations, or to supply facts as Tally needed them, as she painted for Rob a most incredible fairy tale…only this one was true. Rob knew it was true because he had seen, more than once now, Christian’s ability to move through space. He knew, too, that Christian and Tally could talk to each other with their minds, although they found it tiring to do so.

If those things were true, then the fairy tale about vampires must surely be true.

Just as the facts about their future home had to be true. Rob had seen people come and go from nowhere in the cellars and the degree of comfort and luxury in these rooms spoke of science and knowledge far, far beyond anything known in his world.

It had to be true, then. Vampires, these creatures that mankind would come to know and dread, really existed. Christian and Tally were both vampires.

“It is because we are vampire that we can travel through time” Tally explained. “We have such long memories, you see. And it is because our memories are so perfect, that we can remember a time in our past well enough to jump back to it. Humans have imperfect memories.”

“And such short ones,” Christian added.

“How long a memory do ye have?” Rob asked. “How old are ye?”

Tally pressed her lips together. Then she sighed. “Using the calendar you know, Rob, I was born in 1695, in a country called Romania, far to the east of here.”

Rob looked at Christian.

“1859,” Christian said. “The country where I was born doesn’t exist right now.”

Rob drew in a breath and wasn’t surprised to find he was trembling. “That doesn’t tell me how old ye are.”

“I’m as old as you are,” Christian said. “I was made when I was twenty-eight. I figure you’re about that age, too.”

“I’m older than ye, but not by much,” Rob said. “And only if we’re counting human years. Ye’ve lived more years than that, though, haven’t ye?”

“If you want to call it living,” Christian replied, putting down the knife.

“Lee,” Tally said softly. “Not now.”

Rob looked at the both of them, puzzling it out. “Then there’s a downside to living forever. I suspected it would come at a price.”

“Oh yes, there’s a price,” Christian agreed, his voice low and harsh.

Tally stood up. “Enough,” she said sharply. “Lee, finish the meal. Rob, I’d like to take a walk.”

Rob stood, too. “No,” he flatly. “Tell me the rest. Tell me what it is that is worrying you, Tally. What is it about your nature that sends you into a panic every time you think about it?”

She shook her head, her face pale. “Not now. Please, Rob.”

“You won’t put him off now, Tally,” Christian said, his voice back to its soft-spoken norm. “He’s suspicious. And he’s dogged.”

Rob turned to Christian. “So ye tell me what Tally will not.”

Christian put the knife down again. “Tally’s baby. Your baby. It must go back with us once it is born. But it will have Tally’s vampire blood…her symbiot…in its veins.”

Rob frowned at the odd words and strange concepts and Christian held up his hand. “You must learn a thousand years of biology as you go, Rob.”

Rob nodded. “This—symbiot—is what makes you vampire?”

“Yes. When we come back in time, it goes into stasis. It goes to sleep. And we become human again.” Christian held out his hand where a small nick showed red. “We bleed and can be killed, just like a human. Tally can get pregnant, just like a human. Human babies, when they are born, carry their mother’s blood for the first few weeks, before they start to create their own.”

“And Tally is vampire,” Rob murmured. “With the symbiot.” Fear touched him. “What will happen to the babe when you return?”

Christian took a deep breath. “We don’t know,” he said flatly. “This has never happened to one of us before. We just don’t know.”

Rob turned to Tally. She was weeping, her face wet with tears.

“It’ll be alright, love,” he lied and took her into his arms.

Over Tally’s head, he caught Christian’s gaze. The man’s expression was wretched and Rob remembered that Christian and Tally had a history of their own, one that was informal, but complicated. How did Christian feel about Tally being in another man’s arms and pregnant—a gift that no vampire could ever give her?

* * * * *
 

Paris in 1781 was a grimy, perilous place to be. Ryan and Ophelia had been there a week before they caught scent of Ezra and his companion, Cáel Lawrence Stelios.

Dressed as merchant-class citizens, they had hovered around the entrance to the Palais du Louvre, changing clothes and their appearance as much as possible, but Ophelia always carried a reticule that was bright neon pink, with the stylized flag of the Worlds Assembly clearly marked on the front of it.

On the Sunday morning, when the poor lined the street to watch the Royal Family travel to church, hoping for a livre or two to be scattered from the carriages, they were approached by a hunched over, dirty man that smelled worse than most.

“Do you have a coin to spare, Monsieur?” he asked, in heavily accented French. “I have not eaten in a week.”

Ryan wrinkled his nose. “Or slept in a bed, either, I’m guessing,” he said quietly in English. “Stable, was it? Or pig sty?”

The man took a deep, shuddering breath. “Who are you?” he whispered, also in English. “Why does your lady carry such a purse?”

Ophelia displayed the purse so he could better see the symbol. “You like this decoration?” she asked.

“I know it,” he sighed.

“Cáel Stelios?” Ryan asked.

The man’s face rippled, as deep relief showed. For a moment Ryan thought he might cry. His eyes shone with unshed tears as he cleared his throat. “Thank god,” he said hoarsely. “I thought I was marooned in this terrible place.” There was nothing of the overbearing, rich and influential man left in him. Two weeks alone here, as a stranger with an English accent, would have provided him many life lessons he could not avoid by throwing money at them.

“Where is Ezra, your traveller?” Ophelia asked him.

“I can take you to him. But then you take me home, right?”

“First, let us see Ezra and we’ll strategize from there,” Ryan told him.

* * * * *
 

The pig sty was off to the side, but enough of the stench seeped through the rough wooden walls to make the first few minutes in the tiny, dark lumber room almost unbearable. Finally, Ryan’s senses adjusted to the onslaught and he could see into the back of the room. “Ezra?” he asked.

A low, agony-filled moan was his answer.

He moved forward.

“Watch, there’s a stool there,” Stelios called.

“I can see it,” Ryan assured him, concentrating on the bundled of rags at the back of the room, lying upon a pile of hay. Stelios had clearly done what he could for him.

“Ezra,” Ophelia called, slipping past Ryan to drop down by the bundle and gently turn it over.

The sight that greeted them caught at Ryan’s chest. The Ezra he had known had been tall, energetic and enthusiastic about his work, about history and the rights of vampires. Ezra had been passionate about life—any life—and his constant arguments with his sister had been the stuff of legend at the agency.

He would argue no more. His eyes rolled in his head and his skin was already showing the parched, crackling signs of advanced stasis poisoning. As Ophelia touched his shoulder, there was a dry sound, like cracking ice. She pulled her hand away and looked at Ryan with horror. She knew, then, that Ezra was beyond help.

Stelios crouched down with them. “I thought you people couldn’t get sick,” he said hoarsely. “I thought you lived forever.”

“When did this start to happen?” Ryan asked him.

“About the third day we were here, on the crossing from England. He didn’t seem himself. Whacked out, like he was on scratch acid or something. Then he’d snap back in. I asked him what was wrong and he didn’t believe me when I told him what he’d been doing. The talking to himself, that stuff. He insisted I get my tour, because I’d paid for it…” Stelios hesitated, dropped his chin. “I didn’t think demanding it would do something like this.”

“Most humans misunderstand us,” Ophelia said coolly.

“Then why don’t you tell people about yourselves more?” Stelios snapped back. “You stayed locked up in that goddam station of yours, keeping to yourselves…” He stopped and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. This isn’t the place for it.” And he glanced at what was left of Ezra again.

Guilt was eating the man alive, Ryan realized. He got to his feet. “We brought things with us, including local money, so we can get you some food. Ophelia has some freeze-dried instant meals in her purse, so you don’t have to wait until I get back.”

“Where are you going?” Stelios cried, alarmed at being left behind.

“To where we hid the backpack. I will be back.”

Ezra began to convulse and as he moved he cried out in a strangled voice. The movement of his disintegrating body would have caused agony that had quite literally driven him beyond reason.

“Hurry, Ryan,” Ophelia said and he could hear the despair in her voice.








Chapter Eight
 

Tally tried to relax as the pressure cuff tightened around her arm. Lee’s eyes were on the old fashioned fob watch in his hand, though. His fingers on her pulse were cool and indifferent.

The pressure cuff released.

“Your blood pressure is a little high. Nothing too alarming,” Lee pronounced. “But some exercise might help.”

Rob shifted on his feet. “I can think of some exercise, sure enough.”

Tally caught Lee’s gaze and could feel herself blushing, as Lee’s brow lifted in silent comment. Lee straightened up, pocketing the watch and rolling up the cuff. “Exercise is exercise,” he said, in his soft drawl. “I’m not an ob-gyn, but Tally is in her first trimester, so sex is still perfectly safe.”

Rob scowled. “It is, is it? And when might I enjoy such a pleasure with my wife?”

Lee glanced at Tally. “That’s between you and Tally, I imagine.”

“No, it bloody well isn’t!” Rob exploded. He took three steps forward, so that he was face to face with Lee. Tally realized with a jolt that Rob was almost exactly the same height as Lee. It was just that Rob’s width—his shoulders—made him seem shorter.

Rob was angry now. This anger, she saw, had been building for a while. “Between you and the rest of your fancy doctors and specialists and cooks and o.b. genies and friends and everyone else who appears out of nowhere to pat Tally on the head or rub her belly and assure themselves she’s just fine, I haven’t been able to take my wife in my arms for a bloody week,” Rob growled. “And she’s my wife.”

Lee put the cuff on the table. He didn’t back away. “All these experts are necessary,” he replied evenly. “Nothing like this has ever happened in our history. For Tally’s sake, for the baby’s sake—”

“And what about for my sake?” Rob demanded.

Lee made no answer.

Rob nodded. “I thought so,” he said.

“It’s not meant like that,” Lee said quickly.

“No?” Rob shot back. “I might be just a savage, but I’m not ignorant. Not anymore.” He pointed to Tally. “Because of the stasis poisoning both my wife and child must leave me when the child is born. I’ll never see either of them again. Ever. You’ve got to great lengths to educate me on that painful fact.”

“Rob….” Tally began, her heart breaking.

But Rob held up his hand, looking at Lee. “I have these few short weeks with her,” he said. The anger had gone from his voice now. “That’s all I’ll ever get. You get eternity with her. Let me have my wife while I can.”

Lee opened his mouth to speak, but didn’t.

Tally held her breath.

Lee’s response, in the end, was to leave. He stepped past Rob without comment and walked out of the room. A few seconds later, Tally heard the outer door of the building close, too.

Tally didn’t realize she was crying until Rob dropped to his knees beside her chair and wiped her tears away.

“I won’t get to see you ever again, either, Rob,” she whispered. “Do you know how much that tears at me?”

“Leave it be, Tally,” he told her. “Leave it be for now. You’ll hurt the babe if you upset yourself too much.”

“How can I leave it be?” she cried. “Rob, I don’t know how I’m supposed to just leave you, when the time comes.”

His lips were on hers, hushing her. Telling her wordlessly of his love, making her forget everything but the joy of being in his arms. He carried her into the little room that was theirs and lay her upon the bed. His lovemaking was simple and sweet and still Tally found herself crying out in impassioned ecstasy.

And for a while she did forget that she couldn’t keep Rob forever.

* * * * *
 

“If this was a human agency, I’d be the one doing background checks,” Brenden Christos explained, shaking Charbonneau’s hand. Christos was a huge man, in all dimensions. He was tall, broad of shoulder, with a big smile, a loud voice, platter-sized hands, well-developed muscles. Charbonneau suspected the man’s laugh would be as large as his smile and his appetites—all of them—to be as grand. Charbonneau liked him on the spot.

“You can check if you want, but my family history is one long lie,” Charbonneau told him.

“Ah, the family-line model.” Christos nodded. “It’s always interesting investigating the ways we’ve found to pass amongst humans. The family-line is one of the most popular, next to the itinerant traveller.” Christos waved around the large room they were in. “What we really want, though, is your memories. That’s the real gold, for us.”

They were in a very large room, filled with digital equipment on desks, many of the desks with people working at them. One wall was transparent, showing the still breath-taking view of Earth with its dark-side up. Africa, with the mysterious middle almost completely black, was the feature of the hour. The corner of the room was divided off with clear partitions, to form an office. Christos’s office, Charbonneau assumed, as Christos was head of security.

The wall opposite the view of Earth was covered from one end to the other with a board that carried horizontal and vertical lines, with a list of names on the right. Travellers, Charbonneau assumed, and their current positions in history.

Justin returned, a pixie-like woman with him. The woman looked to be barely out of childhood, with coffee-cream skin, a mane of wild black hair that had been treated to shine different colours depending on how she moved in the light. Her eyes were enormous, innocent jewels of blue. Her hair and eyes were the most substantial thing about her and overpowered her petite and fragile frame.

She seemed to bounce right up to Charbonneau, crackling with energy. “Monsieur Villeneuve! Ooooh, but you are such a pretty one! Just like they said!” She walked right around him, inspecting him. She made a sighing sound. “Too much for my little body to bear. Vous serez la mienne ce soir, oui?” She smiled up at him, her chin dipped coyly, the big eyes staring at him.

“Pritti, give the man chance to draw breath before you proposition him,” Brenden growled.

“This is Pritti,” Justin explained. “She—” and he stopped with his hand in mid-air, clearly looking for a way to explain Pritti.

She slapped gently at Justin’s arm. “You didn’t introduce me properly!” she accused in her child-like voice. She spun on her toe to face Charbonneau again. “My name—my real name—is Volume 89345, File P3445.” She thrust out her hand in the old-fashioned way. “I’m so pleased to make your acquaintance, Constant Charbonneau Villeneuve, the Fourth.”

He found himself shaking her tiny hand in a knee-jerk response left over from centuries before. “You’re….” He, like Justin, couldn’t finish the sentence.

“I’m a Psi-File,” she said, in her high voice, and smiled at him. “Want to withdraw your hand now, Monsieur?” Then, before he could respond, she let go of his hand and spun on her feet again. “Oh, a demonstration! Please, please?”

Christos rolled his eyes. He seemed to be used to Pritti’s swift changes of direction.

Justin scratched his head. “Well, I dunno…we’re supposed to be seeing to yer training, mate. A demo wouldn’t be out of place.”

Pritti put her hands together and gave a little squeal. “Oooh, goody!” She bounced on the spot and turned to face Charbonneau.

“Before he meets Ryan or Nayara?” Christos asked.

“What’s he got in his pocketses, yes, hmm?” Pritti asked, sliding up against Charbonneau and looking up at him with her wide eyes.

“Something important to you,” Justin added. “Something that you know is there. Touch it. You can even curl your hand around it, if you want. And tell us what it is.”

“A watch,” Charbonneau said. “It’s been in the family for generations.” He saw a fleeting expression cross Christos’s face and added, “I suppose I should say I’ve owned it for generations. There is clearly much I must relearn, now.”

Christos thumped his shoulder. “You’re amongst friends here,” he added encouragingly. “Well, Pritti, whenever you’re ready.”

She gave a little wriggle of excitement, spun like a ballet-dancer doing a pirouette and disappeared.

Charbonneau hid his surprise. “Where did she go?” he asked calmly enough. “She’s a teleporter?”

“Teleporter, mind-reader, amongst a few other minor talents. Pritti has an extended DNA profile.”

And just as suddenly, she was back. She stood with her hands behind her back, smiling coyly at them all. Charbonneau almost expected her to toe the dirt.

“Go ahead, Pritti,” Justin said. It sounded a lot like he was trying not to laugh.

“Wait for the wave,” she said. “It’s almost here.”

Charbonneau didn’t have enough information to puzzle her comment out, but even as he wondered, he was hit with a wave of dizziness so intense, it was disorienting. The sensation was very much like one he’d suffered once, when he’d been caught in a minor avalanche while skiing in Switzerland. He’d been rolled and tossed about by the roiling snow, unsure of which way was up, or where the surface might be. It had taken all his hundreds of years of experience in self-preservation to remember to hold his arms around his head, to give himself the air pocket he’d need to dig his way out, when he finally came to rest.

This time, the sensation was much briefer and less intense. He came back to his senses to find himself on his knees, one hand on the floor before him, propping himself up. The other was still in his pocket. Justin had a hand under his arm to help him back to his feet.

“What was that?” he asked, shaking his head to clear it.

“A time wave,” Christos said, crossing his arms. “Care to show us your watch, now?”

Charbonneau felt around in his pocket, but it was empty.

“Is this what you’re looking for?” Pritti asked, holding up her hand. Hanging from its chain, his watch slowly turned, glinting dull gold in the light.

“That looks like my watch,” he said cautiously.

She held it out to him. “Check. See that it is yours.”

He checked the outside, then looked inside. It was his watch.

“Check what time it reads,” Pritti said.

“It’s almost four hours slow.”

“It’s showing the right time. That’s the time when Pritti took the watch from you,” Justin explained.

“Four hours ago, we were on Half-way station. I did not give my watch to anyone.”

“But you did!” Pritti said, bouncing with suppressed excitement or pleasure, or some emotion that she could barely contain. “I went back to when you arrived at Halfway. As you and Justin were heading for the ferry, I introduced myself to you. Justin confirmed who I was and I asked you for your watch, as a demonstration that would make sense much later.” She gave a tiny peal of laughter. “You were sooo reluctant to give it to me. I promised on my life I would take care of it. And I have!” The excitement in her face abruptly changed to fright. “I did, didn’t it?” she asked quickly. “I have returned it to you.”

Charbonneau shook his head. “I do not remember this. It didn’t happen.”

“Not that you remember, no,” Christos agreed. “When you start re-arranging time, things get confused, very quickly. My job is to make sure those confusions don’t happen. The Agency’s primary charter is the preservation of history and now you can see why.”

Charbonneau shook his head. “No, I don’t see,” he said flatly. “I did not give my watch to Pritti four hours ago. I touched it just a moment ago.”

“That’s because when Pritti jumped back four hours ago and took your watch, she changed history,” Justin explained. “That time wave that made you so dizzy was the quantum effect of Pritti’s tweak of history surging ahead through time, making adjustments to everything that her change affected. In this case, your watch was longer in your pocket when the wave had passed through.”

“But I remember the watch being in my pocket,” Charbonneau pointed out.

“The wave does not change our memories of the time we have experienced. It is that fact that allows us to monitor and preserve history,” Christos explained. “You remember the watch in your pocket. Pritti changed history so that you gave her your watch four hours ago. A minor change, all in all.”

“But…if she jumped back far enough, say, to the fourteenth century, old calendar and killed the King of Scotland…?”

Christos frowned, his good humour fading, while Pritti’s chin wobbled and tears glistened in her eyes.

“No-one knows what the long term effect might be,” Justin murmured, his tone full of sadness. “But there’s a good chance that such a drastic action would set up a wave so large, with such sweeping changes, that critical mass would be achieved. You’d have a time-tsunami on your hands and no guarantee that mankind would survive the changes.”

“Which is what happened 193 years ago and the reason why the agency was first established,” Charbonneau finished, studying Christos and Pritti. His heart was thudding even though their palpable upset was unspoken. “What is wrong? What did I say?”

Big tears rolled down Pritti’s face and Christos sighed. “An unhappy coincidence, that is all. You mentioned fourteenth century Scotland. We have a traveller trapped in that time and her outcome is uncertain.”

“I am sorry…you speak of Natália?”

Pritti sucked in her breath, staring at him, her tears forgotten.

Charbonneau pointed at the board on the wall behind Justin and Pritti. “I read it there on the board. ‘Natália,’ and a large dot over the 14th Century and a tag that says ‘Scotland’. Did I mis-read the board?”

There was a small silence. Then Christos cleared his throat. “No, you got it right, brother.”

Pritti opened her eyes wide and gave a little squeal of delight. “Melisandra has chocolate!” She spun on her toes and was suddenly gone.

Charbonneau cleared his throat, feeling a little winded at the changeable, highly excitable Psi.

“I thought she’d been told not to teleport inside the station?” Justin said mildly.

“Psi….” Christos rumbled, shaking his head and glowering.








Chapter Nine
 

Rob sat on the end of the bed, watching Tally sleep, until his own body clamoured for sleep, too. Then he dressed and headed for the chill air outside, knowing it would keep him awake a little longer. He could sleep all he needed to, once Tally had left for good. Right now, sleep seemed like such a waste of precious time.

It was refreshingly cool out in the night air and he moved away from the protective walls of the building until the dark shadows swallowed him, giving him the sensation of being completely alone with his thoughts. It was a rare thing, these days, being alone.

But even as he stood drawing the cold night air into his lungs, he heard the chink of stone on stone as someone moved nearby on the rocky ground. He turned to peer into the inky blackness, blinking his eyes to make them adjust quicker.

“You’re safe enough, highlander,” came the soft drawl. “Even you could best me tonight.”

Christian’s voice. From the sound of it, he was drinking.

Rob moved toward the darker shadow crouched on the flat white stone, a few paces away. Christian sat with his arms resting on his knees, a flask dangling from one hand. His dagger lay on the stone next to his hip, proving he hadn’t lost all sense of self-preservation.

Rob pointed to the flask. “That doesn’t look like one of your fancy future concoctions.”

Christian peered up at him. “You know, you don’t sound anything like the bog-trotting highlander you did when I first got here. You’ve lost most of your brogue already.” He lifted the flask. “We did that.” He drank.

“Are you trying to pickle your guilt?” Rob asked. He sat down next to Christian. “I can tell you from my own experience, it doesn’t work.”

“Not going to let me off the hook, are you?” Christian held up the flask. “Pure Scotch whiskey,” he said. “Your local firewater.” He drank again and breathed heavily. “Rot gut,” he exhaled.

“I grew up drinking it,” Rob pointed out. “My belly is just fine. You only get to drink when you’re back in time, so I could probably out-drink your lily-white belly even with the head-start you’ve got.” He reached for the flask and felt the weight of it. It was nearly half empty. Christian wasn’t quite the light-weight Rob had assumed.

“Stop changing the subject,” Christian objected. “And give me the damned bottle back.”

Rob handed the flask back.

Christian drank and exhaled harshly again. After a moment, he turned to study Rob. His movements were precise. Controlled. “I keep needling you. And you keep sliding away. Why is that?”

Rob frowned. The words Christian were using didn’t quite make sense to him, but the general meaning was clear enough. “I don’t like to fight drunkards.”

Christian smiled. “Oh, I’m not drunk,” he said. “I’m not even close to drunk.” He lifted the bottle. “When I’ve finished this, I’ll be getting there. Right now, all this is doing is keeping me warm and letting me speak.”

“You need whiskey to let you speak?” Rob asked. “That explains much.”

“Explains what?” Christian demanded hotly.

“Tally says you are a hard man to understand. If you do not speak much, that would account for her puzzlement.”

“Goddamn it….” Christian muttered. “I need the whiskey to talk to you.”

Rob let his surprise wash over him and pass on while he considered the matter. “What could you possibly have to say to me that you could not say sober? There is no business between us that we have not already settled.”

Christian sighed. “You’re so blind, highlander. You think you see it all, but there is so much more.”

Rob shifted impatiently on the hard stone. “You think I’m a fool, an ignorant savage? You think I don’t know that you and Tally were lovers, once? I know that, vampire. I see the way you have been watching her.”

Christian drank silently.

“You wish the child was yours,” Rob added.

Christian spluttered and coughed over his mouthful and had to thump his chest to clear it. His voice was hoarse when he finally spoke. “I don’t wish the child was mine. I merely wish I could have children. It is a different matter altogether.”

Rob shook his head. “You wish you could give Tally your children.”

Christian became still for a moment. “Fuck, highlander. Even without a sword, you go straight for the heart.”

Rob shrugged. “I don’t have the luxury of time like you do, to endlessly waste it walking around the edges of a problem.” He picked up the flask. “But the matter of children is solved for you now, isn’t it? Your Tally is with child and the child must have a father. I will not be there for her. You will be.” He drank, letting the whiskey burn the back of his throat, his gullet and his heart. It gave him the excuse he needed for the burning in his eyes, too. He cleared his throat as the whiskey worked its way down.

Christian was staring at him. “You’re giving the child to me?”

“Not I,” Rob said. “I think Tally would have a say in the matter. I think she would prefer it this way.”

Christian sat up and gripped Rob’s shirt. He leaned close. “You told Tally you would find a way. That nothing would stop you from making her yours. Was all that just pretty words to bed a bit o’fluff, highlander?”

Rob’s guts tightened. “She told you that?”

Christian let go of his shirt, like Rob was so much dirt Christian was glad to unhand. “She didn’t have to.” Disgust was rich in his voice.

“You stole it from her mind.” Rob could hear disgust and anger in his own voice now.

“I did not steal it,” Christian replied, offended. “Damn it, man, she lives on you fulfilling your promise! It is at the forefront of her thoughts. Night and day! I barely have to dip into her consciousness and there it is. Even when Tally is busy with other concerns, your promise is sustaining her, giving her hope. Letting her go on with this, even though she can see no way for it to end happily.”

Christian took a deep swallow of the flask while Rob tried to encompass his revelation.

“And now you are giving up,” Christian said dryly.

Rob clenched his fists. “If I give up it is only because you two have finally convinced me of the futility of trying to keep her.”

Christian cuffed him across the back of the head. It was a light blow, but Rob jerked around, his fists raised, surprised into it.

One fist, the one closest to Christian’s chest, smacked into the vampire’s open palm. He had been ready for Rob’s reaction. Rob could feel Christian’s strength from the way he controlled Rob’s arm, even as he raised the flask and drained it of the rest of the contents.

Christian put the flask carefully aside. Then, his fingers still wrapped around Rob’s fist, he turned to face Rob properly, lowering his leg and resting it on the stone. “I don’t want you giving up, highlander,” he said, his words quite clear and sober.

Rob’s heart seemed to squeeze. “You say that because you are worried for Tally.”

“And for you.”

Rob tried to find a response, but none came.

“Now who cannot speak?” Christian chided softly.

“Why would ye care about me at’ll?” Rob asked.

“Ah…and your brogue is back. I’ve got you on the defensive at last,” Christian replied. He lowered Rob’s fist and let it go. “Tally loves you. Quite desperately. That’s very unusual for our kind. Did you know that?”

Rob shook his head. His heart, his whole body, seemed to be thundering.

“Especially with a human from so far in the past as your time. There’s usually too many differences for a serious relationship to take root.”

“You mean I’m an ignorant savage? I heard the construction workers, when they were repairing the building. I’m not all that ignorant.”

“Is that where you picked up that phrase?” Christian murmured. “I wondered. It’s nothing Tally and I would ever use.” He held out his hand, flat, as if he were pleading. “And yet you demonstrate exactly my point right there. They were speaking modern English. You still heard enough to figure it out.” Christian shook his head. “It’s not just the agility of your mind, Rob. Tally is a very smart woman and she doesn’t suffer fools. She chooses her friends with the utmost care and she is loyal to those friends, once she has chosen them. She is loyal with a ferociousness that keeps you warm in the depths of the coldest winter.”

“I’ve felt that warmth,” Rob said.

“So have I,” Christian said, “Although I’ll be damned if I know why. I just try to my best to continue to deserve it.” He pointed at Rob. “I know why she chose you.”

Rob felt something jump inside him. “Why?”

“Because you’re the type of man who will insist you will find a way to keep Tally, no matter what. Despite knowing the odds. Despite seeing an end that everyone else thinks is impenetrable.”

“Where I come from,” Rob said, feeling a fine trembling starting inside him, “That’s just called being a stubborn son of a whore.”

“You’re no whore’s son, Rob MacKenzie,” Christian replied.

The judgement warmed him, although Rob didn’t want Christian’s opinion to matter so much.

Christian plucked at the ties to his boot, studying the leather in the dark like it would reveal new meaning to his life. “She never would let me travel back with her, you know.”

Rob stared at the top of Christian’s head, which gleamed softly in the little moonlight that existed, wondering why this revelation seemed to be such a profound one. There was something he didn’t understand beneath the simple statement.

Rob gave up. “So Tally wouldn’t let you travel with her. So what?”

Christian lifted his head and Rob saw the hurt in his eyes. The anger. “We were lovers once. You guessed right, highlander. But only ever in our real time lines. As vampires. Do you understand that? Or should I paint a more specific picture for you?”

Rob shook his head slowly, genuinely bewildered.

Christian began to laugh, the sound coming from down low in his belly. It sounded harsh and strained. “Lo and behold!” he said. “Something Tally hasn’t whispered in your ear yet!” He sobered. “Of course, she would fail to mention it. It would make her look less than perfect in your eyes.”

“Nothing Tally could tell me would make her imperfect in my eyes,” Rob replied.

Christian tilted his head. “She might be afraid it would, though.” He sat up straighter. “Here is the thing you do not know about us yet. When we come through time, highlander, and turn human again, all our senses come alive. We see, we hear, we feel once again—more than when we are vampire. That is because our bodies are working again, just as they are supposed to. We feel emotions the way humans are supposed to feel emotions—with the body reacting to those feelings. It’s not just a mind-game for us anymore. Because we’re not used to it, those feelings and emotions and sensations are bright and lovely. Shiny and sharp as a newly honed blade.”

Rob pointed to the empty flask. “You don’t have another of those tucked away, do ye?”

“I’m not done with the truth yet,” Christian warned.

“I know. I thought to brace myself, that is all.”

“You may like this truth,” Christian said, his voice low.

Rob held up his hand. “No. Don’t speak it. I already see what you will say. You’ve laid the path clearly. I have it now.”

Christian rested his hand over his boot, no longer plucking at the ties. “Do you? I understand how hard it has been for you to watch your wife be fawned over by endless traipsing strangers who steal away your time with her, when that time is running out. But do you really understand how I feel? To finally be back in the past, in human form, with Tally and she is with another man?”

Rob cleared his throat. “Perhaps that is fate’s way of telling you Tally isn’t meant to be yours.”

Christian shook his head. “I don’t believe that,” he said flatly.

Rob straightened, startled. Christian was smiling. Rob could see the faint shine of his teeth in the moonlight.

“Your arrogance—”

“Certainty,” Christian corrected. He dropped his hand onto Rob’s shoulder where it lay heavy and hot. “It’s the same certainty that is in you, Robert MacKenzie. The small voice inside that is telling you that despite everything you have learned these last few weeks, despite every known and unknown law of man and magic, you are going to find a way to keep Tally. And you are, aren’t you?”

Rob licked his lips. “Have you been reading my mind?”

“I can’t,” Christian replied. “But I don’t have to. I recognize that certainty in you because it is in me, too.”

“The certainty that Tally will be yours? We can’t both be certain of this and both be right.”

Christian smiled again. “Time is a wondrous thing, Rob. Have faith in your own ambition.”

Rob didn’t know what made him do it—Christian’s hand on his shoulder, warm and comforting, or if it was the powerful words of hope Christian was speaking. Perhaps it was the whiskey warming his gut, or Tally’s mind-broadening lessons in sensuality. Rob didn’t pause to think it through. He simply leaned forward the few inches that separated them and pressed his mouth against Christian’s full lips, trying to convey the wash of emotions and feelings sweeping through him.

Christian stiffened, for one brief moment. Then his lips opened and his hand slid up into Rob’s hair, to hold his head steady.

As a kiss, it was tentative. Gentle. Barely even arousing.

But when Rob sat back, his heart was hurting, so hard did it beat. His entire body was so tight with tension, it was ready to shatter like ice in winter.

Christian’s breath rattled unsteadily as he stared without word at Rob. The silence was thick between them, while Rob counted his frantic heartbeat.

Christian sighed and rested his hand on Rob’s knee. “You should call me Lee.”










Chapter Ten
 

Stelios emerged from the shed in the small hours of the morning and found Ryan where he sat on a stile over a drywall.

It was so silent Ryan could hear the wind in the tops of the trees. Ezra’s gasping groans had stopped.

Stelios put his foot on the bottom step of the stile. It was a while before he spoke. “I tried basic medicine when he first got sick. But all I know is human stuff. Like I said, I didn’t think you people got sick.”

“We don’t. This isn’t sickness, Mr. Stelios,” Ryan told him. “It’s stasis poisoning. When we come back in time, the symbiot in our blood that makes us vampire goes into stasis. From that moment on, we are human again. But there is a price for that humanity. All the years and decades and centuries we have lived begin to attack our human form. It is entropy at light speed.”

“So when you guys come back in time, you start dying?”

“At a vastly accelerated pace, yes. We pay for the time we have lived. Death from stasis poisoning is the most painful death anyone can imagine. And despite medical research we still don’t know how to stop it, or delay it. We don’t even know how to alleviate the symptoms.”

“Can’t you just take him back? To our time?”

Ryan sighed. “It is too far gone now. His skin—you saw the cracks?”

“Like a dried-out lake bed.”

“His skin is breaking down now. To try the jump back would be just like stepping onto the surface of the lake bed. Jumping on it, in fact.”

“Jesus,” Stelios whispered.

The silence stretched between them while Ryan listened to the wind and held Ezra in his thoughts.

“Why didn’t he just cancel the tour? Take us both back home?” Stelios said at last. “I’m a reasonable man. I would have understood.”

Ryan sighed. This was the point that had troubled him since he had seen Ezra’s extinguishing form in the shed. “I’m not sure,” he said. “I looked at Ezra’s tour journal before we came. He had completed too many tours, too close together, but he was one of our best and one of only a few that know this era and the regency era well. And Ezra was a proud man. He would be the last to admit he was tiring. Besides, he would have found it too embarrassing to explain the facts of his vampire existence to a human. Then…” He looked at Stelios’ shadowed form. “There was the pressure you put on the agency to give you the tour. I only know Ezra a little, but I know his twin sister much better and they’re stubborn. If you had insisted on your tour he would have insisted you complete the damn thing, come what may. He’d rather risk a bit of stasis poisoning than admit he couldn’t give you what you wanted. But I think it came on too quick, this time.”

“He did this to spite me?”

“You misunderstand,” Ryan said quickly. “He did it to spite humans, who have hounded him and his sister all their lives. Travelling was where, finally, he was the expert. The master. And you, the human, needed him.”

Stelios absorbed that. “He had a hard life, then?”

“Both as human and vampire,” Ryan agreed. “As a human, he and Ophelia were born in medieval Ireland, virtual slaves to their English overlords. As vampire they have dealt with prejudice of a different sort.”

This time the silence between them was thicker. Stelios seemed to be watching him, sizing him up.

“Do you know who I am?” Stelios said at last.

“I have looked at your file,” Ryan admitted.

“Then you know that I am likely to be selected for the Worlds Assembly next session.”

“I am aware of your political status,” Ryan said.

“And I’m aware that you’re not just another Traveller, like Ezra, or his sister. His sister keeps looking to you for responses and direction. If she’s such a stubborn sort, there’s a hierarchy involved you haven’t revealed to me.”

“You’re very perceptive.”

“Who are you then?”

“I’m the President of the Chronologic Conservation Agency.”

“Ryan Deashumhain,” Stelios concluded. Unlike most humans, he didn’t shorten Ryan’s last name to ‘Desmond’ to avoid the awkward pronunciation. And his rendering of the ancient Gaelic wasn’t too shabby, either. “Did you come to get me to make sure I didn’t piss all over your agency when I get back?” Stelios asked.

“Ophelia is Ezra’s sister and when he dies, she will be in a highly emotional state, something we vampires find hard to deal with in our human forms, back here in history. We’re out of practice, you see.” He got down off the stile and Stelios stepped back to give him way. “One of the factors that lets us navigate through time is our memories of where we want to go. Clear, sharp, focused memories.”

“Ryan!” Ophelia called from the opening of the shed.

“Coming!” he called back. He looked at Stelios. “I came back just to make sure you made it home at all, Mr. Stelios.”

He didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he turned and went to watch a friend die.

* * * * *
 

Natália slid onto the chair and looked down at the food on the platter before her.

Lee sat next to her. “Good morning.”

Tally picked up an apple and stared at it. “I never thought I’d get sick of eating,” she said. “But this constant flow of meals after food after snacks…it’s a wonder humans ever get anything done.”

Lee rested his hand over Natália’s wrist, then picked up his own spoon. “Preparing it is even more of a continuous chore,” he said.

Natália tried to smile.

“Has he returned yet?” Lee asked.

She shook her head and took a deep breath to quell the tears rising up. “It’s been over a week….”

“Give him time, Tally. You must have known that asking him to accept and adapt to your real identity would be difficult enough. The men of these times, they’re so protective of their kith and kin that handing over control to ‘experts’ is a terrible challenge for him.” But his gaze slid away from her face.

“What is it?” she demanded. “What is it you’re not telling me?”

Lee pushed his plate away and sat back with a heavy, gusty sigh. “This is my fault,” he said.

Tally tried to stay calm, but fear leapt in her chest. “What is your fault? What do you mean? Lee?”

Lee grimaced. “I think Rob fled because of me.” He pushed his long fingers up against his temples, rubbing hard. “I think I scared him into leaving.”

“How?” Tally demanded sharply. Her imagination was painting all sorts of scenarios and images. Lee with his hand about Rob’s throat. Swords locked together. Threats. Blows. Worse.

Lee looked at her steadily, his green eyes frank. “He kissed me.”

Tally’s breath escaped her in a rush. “Not what I was expecting you to say,” she breathed. And even more images cascaded through her mind, swiftly building in eroticism. Lee and Rob together. Kissing. And more. She drew in a lungful of air, trying to dismiss the thoughts and looked at Lee. “Rob kissed you?”

Lee frowned. “I was as surprised as you are, Tally.”

“How long did you remain surprised?” Tally asked dryly. “Is that the point you are making? You responded and now Rob has departed for a highland glen where we’ll never find him because it was too much for him to cope with?”

“Exactly what was it you two were doing in that tent of his before I arrived, anyway?” Lee challenged.

Tally felt her cheeks heat. “Nothing I care to share with you.”

“Perhaps you should,” Lee replied coolly. “Because I don’t think coping was an issue for him. It’s something else that’s keeping him away.”

“And now you’re an expert on Rob MacKenzie?” Tally shot back.

Lee cursed. “He was aroused, Tally. How much plainer do I have to be? Those kilts don’t hide much.”

Tally sat back in her chair. This was too much to absorb. Too much to take in. The images were crowding her mind. Tally swallowed. Her throat was parched. “Did you…was it…did you like the kiss?” she asked.

Lee shrugged. “It was tentative.” Then his eyes narrowed as his gaze roamed over her face. “I didn’t know you had any voyeur tendencies.”

“I don’t,” she assured him hurriedly.

Lee cocked his head a little, his gaze not letting her go. “You seem overly curious about the kiss. Is it that you like the idea of Rob kissing me?”

Tally stood up abruptly and picked up the heavy shawl that she threw about her shoulders most mornings when she went outside. “I’m going for my walk,” she told Lee.

Lee grinned. “Enjoy the damp air,” he told her.

Tally strode out of the building, angry with Lee and herself and even with Rob. She missed Rob with an ache that grew with each passing day and the constant busy-ness of people from her timeline surrounding her night and day had begun to grate on her nerves just as it had bothered Rob.

These walks were refreshing.

She followed the meandering sheep trail that wound around the sides of the valley, letting her mind drift. The monastery was out of sight when she heard the muffled beat of hooves behind her and stepped off the trail to let the rider through. A galloping horse in this area could only mean trouble of some sort. Like the people around here had long ago learned, she wanted to stay out of trouble’s way.

She pushed herself up against the rocky slope, giving the yet-unseen rider as much room as possible. Then the horse appeared around the bend she had just passed and her breath caught in her throat.

It was Rob, bent over the neck of his horse and riding toward her like a man in battle, his eyes fierce and focused. He barely slowed when he reached her, but his arm caught her across the chest. She was picked up off her feet and put across his saddle.

“Put your arms around my neck,” he told her.

She obeyed, bewildered. “Rob, what on earth…?”

“D’ye trust me, Tally?”

She barely hesitated. “Of course I do,” she said fiercely.

“Good then. I’m taking you away from that army of experts who know nothing. You can be my wife and we can face whatever comes together and we’ll bring the barn into the world together, the way it should be done.” His lips brushed her cheek. “I have a plan, Tally.”

Her answer was to tighten her arms around him.

* * * * *
 

The Agency, unlike human-occupied offices, was continuously in operation. Staff took time for rest or to feed, as they needed, before returning to their work. For almost everyone in the Agency, their work defined their life.

A small kitchen did exist on the station, located close to the end where the positioning engines were mounted. It serviced the handful of humans that were sometimes aboard and the equally small number of psi working for the Agency.

Justin and Christos picked a table and invited Charbonneau to sit. “It’s usually deserted in here,” Justin explained.

The door to the room opened and let in another tall man—not nearly as large as Christos, but as tall as Charbonneau. He had glossy black hair shorn short, pale skin and dark eyes. The high cheek bones and defined, square chin were distinct. Celtic, Charbonneau catalogued. “You must be Ryan Deashumhain,” Charbonneau said, staying on his feet, as the man walked up to their table. He moved with the easy, panther-stride of one well used to his body.

“And you must be Constant Charbonneau Villeneuve. Please, sit.”

“Just Charbonneau will do.” He studied Ryan carefully. “You look as though grief has touched you lately.”

Ryan’s eyes widened just a little. Then the politically neutral expression fell back into place. “I suppose it was foolish to think we could keep it from you on such a small station. We lost one of our travellers yesterday.”

“By ‘lost’, you mean…?”

“He died,” Ryan said flatly. “Of stasis poisoning. One of the drawbacks of travelling that Brenden and Justin will teach you.”

Charbonneau considered the three vampires sitting around the table. “Then you’re not speaking of the woman who is stranded in ancient Scotland, but a second traveller.”

“Yes, a second traveller,” Ryan agreed. “You arrived here in the midst of a small crisis, Charbonneau. The last time we lost a traveller was well over twenty years ago and now we have one lost and one stranded. I hope this doesn’t repel you?”

Charbonneau gave a tiny shrug. “It seems you are in need of new travellers. One might say my timing is excellent, no?”

Ryan gave a small smile. “One might,” he agreed. “Justin tells me I may not have to relate too much of my story to you, after all. How much do you know of the founding of the Agency?”

“I know the public version very well,” Charbonneau said. “That the first vampire to feed from a psi-filer inherited the psi’s talents. He found he could not only teleport from place to place, but back through time to places he remembered, as well. Vampires had a hard life back then. It was just after the Revelation and the Censure was in full swing. So he jumped back to his past and destroyed the vampire who had made him, at a time before he had been made, when he was still human.”

Ryan smiled. “It’s very dry, recited that way.”

“Killing off his maker,” Brenden said, “started a time wave. A very large one, a tsunami—like we were speaking of, earlier. This one was nasty…do you remember it?”

“Doesn’t everyone who was alive then?” Charbonneau said. “For an hour I thought I was ill to the point of death. From Pritti’s demonstration, I now know that it was the effects of the size of the time-wave that went through. And after, I found the world had changed. The plague of the twenty-second century was wiping out all life as we knew it. It attacked any living creature, decomposing the DNA from within and it did not spare man, psi or vampire. Then, two days later, another wave came through and the world was back to what I remembered it should be. No plague, just a living hell for vampires who had been revealed.”

Ryan nodded. “They were strange days indeed. Do you know what happened in those two days, that caused the second wave to come through and change everything back?”

“Only what I have read about,” Charbonneau replied. “The vampire who had changed history had a friend, a lover, who shared his blood and learned what he had done. So she also jumped back to the time when he destroyed his maker. She killed her lover before he could do it.”

There was a small silence. Ryan pushed a hand through his hair. “I suppose, for those that are not part of the history, it would be that cut and dried.”

“You were there?” Charbonneau asked, shock touching him.

“I am a friend of Nayara’s and have been for centuries.” He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. “We phrase the public history as dryly as you recited it, without the names, because humans still have trouble dealing with the fact of our long lives. They would be uneasy if we blandly announced that the current president and the CEO of the Agency are the same two people who established it, two hundred years ago.”

“Nayara Ybarra…killed her lover?”

“Yes. His name, by the way, was Salathiel.” Ryan pronounced the name the biblical way, with the emphasis on the second syllable, making it sound like sal-lay-thee-el. “Salathiel was also my friend.”

Charbonneau held out his hand. “You must forgive my ignorance and bad manners. I meant no disrespect or offence.”

“None taken.” Ryan leaned forward. “Pritti and Tinker tell me you know next to nothing about vampires, that you have trouble thinking outside human terms and limitations. You have not mixed with vampires throughout your life?”

“I have passed as human and acted as human, as stringently as I could manage, always.”

“And now, suddenly, you have come to us.”

“And you wonder why,” Charbonneau finished.

“It is a natural question. Normally, we have to carefully track and recruit our travellers. They have never come to us, even though everyone knows where to find us.”

“Why can I not simply be the first one to do so?”

“Oh, you are the first,” Ryan shot back. “And you’re avoiding my question.”

“Yes.”

“You will not share your reason?”

“Not yet.”

Ryan considered this for a long moment. “All right,” he said at last, sitting back. “I will wait. For a while,” he added. “This is all new to you, I know. We will allow you some time to adjust, to get to know and trust us.”

“Thank you.”

“For now, we continue your lesson. Do you know how the Agency was established?”

“Only from the history books and your own company’s sales literature. You will forgive me if I’m wary of quoting from those sources again.”

Ryan grinned and this time the expression was full of warmth. “Touché.”

Christos chuckled, deep in his belly.

Justin spoke clearly. “Ryan was the first to figure out that it is possible to take someone back with you when you jump through time.”

“How did you figure that out?” Charbonneau asked. “That first time you tried it…the risk involved. How could you even be sure it would work?”

“I had to try,” Ryan said flatly. “After Nayara killed Salathiel, she was unable to get herself home. So I brought her back through time.”

Charbonneau actually felt himself jump a little in reaction. The unspoken drama and emotions pulsed behind Ryan’s words. “You were there…” he began and stopped.

“Yes,” Ryan said softly. “Nayara jumped ahead of me. I followed, because I feared for…what might happen. Nayara had to be brought home.” He took a breath. “So I did.”

“And the whole world got down on its knees and thanked vampires for saving its ass,” Christos finished.

Charbonneau blinked, for that was not what he recalled from two hundred years ago.

“Well, they damn well should have,” Christos added, when Ryan and Justin simply looked at him. “Instead, the world slaps statutes and codes and acts together, and invented the Historical Defence Bureau to watch us, instead. We’re the ones that straightened things out.”

“We’re also the ones who screwed history up in the first place,” Ryan said mildly. “Have you heard of Godfrey Reynard?” he asked Charbonneau.

“No.”

“We don’t spread his name around too far. He wanted it that way. He was a businessman. Human. He saw the commercial potential of being able to take people back into history. He worked with me and Nayara to set up the Agency, acting as a mediator with human governments. Between us, we structured the Chronometric Conservation Agency to monitor and regulate time, history, time errors, waves and tsunamis. The Historical Defence Bureau is the Worlds Assembly’s oversight organization that controls the functions of the Agency.”

“Watch dogs,” Christos growled.

“The Bureau allows humans to sleep at night. We are forced to get along with them in order to survive.”

“And Chronologic Touring Incorporated?” Charbonneau prompted.

“Chronologic was Godfrey’s idea,” Ryan said. “He was the entrepreneur. Chronologic is where the Agency makes the money it needs to keep operating.”

“If he was the entrepreneur, what does that make you?” Charbonneau asked.

“I just put his plan into motion,” Ryan returned. “I supposed that makes me an administrator.”

“More like visionary,” Christos added. “He gave vampires a life, respect and a place in society. He dragged us out of the Censure years.”

Ryan waved a hand at Christos, silencing him. “That’s not relevant to this discussion.”

Charbonneau realized Ryan was embarrassed.

Ryan stood up. “Welcome to the Agency, Charbonneau. Brenden and Justin will see to your training, with Pritti’s help. Brenden, we should accelerate the training where we can. Charbonneau is right. We are in need of travellers now and he knows French markers.” Ryan nodded to Charbonneau. “You’ll soon be earning your keep, monsieur.”








Chapter Eleven
 

The cot was tucked into a glen, with a stream running past it. Wildflowers growing amongst the reeds on the roof shone in the sun. It was quite a large building, considering the tiny one-room shacks that entire families lived in, elsewhere in the valleys. There were at least four windows, with actual glass in all of them, which was virtually unheard of here and now. Smoke curled up from the stone-built chimney. A large lean-to for farm animals hugged the northern wall, which would help insulate the building.

Despite the fear sitting deep at the back of her mind, Tally loved the place instantly. It looked cozy, homely and safe. The silence in the glen was broken only by the lowing of cows somewhere nearby and the quiet tread of the horses.

Rob halted his horse and caught at her reins to bring her alongside. “What do you think?” he asked.

“It looks wonderful,” she said truthfully. “And very quiet.”

He grinned and tugged both horses into motion again. “That was the idea.”

His abduction had been planned carefully and included a horse for Tally waiting in the next valley, with food in the saddlebag to keep her nausea at bay. A few hours of easy riding down into the lower valleys brought them to this glen.

“It even seems warmer here.”

“You’re a lot lower down here than that eagle’s perch you were in.” Rob slid from his horse, threw both reins over a rail and carefully helped Tally down to the ground. He kissed her before taking her hand and leading her inside.

The cot had five rooms that Natália could see, with the main room running the length of the front of it and four rooms leading off from it. The floor was solid wood. She had been expecting dirt. There was a good table and benches and a big stove glowing with embers.

A woman of mid-years was rising from the table where she had been peeling vegetables.

“This be Morag,” Rob told Tally. “She can neither read nor write and when she was a slip of a girl, the bloody English raped her and cut off her tongue so she could not accuse them of their crimes. Most in these parts think she’s a witch, but Morag has helped birth over one hundred babies and you’re more witch than she is. Morag is willing to help us, ‘til the babe is born…if you’ll be having her, that is.”

Morag was looking at Tally with wide, brown eyes. There was a calmness and confidence in them that helped still the last of Tally’s fear. “Yes, I would like that,” she told the woman. She looked at Rob. “Does this cottage belong to Morag, then?”

“It’s mine,” Rob said shortly, as Morag turned back to her vegetables. Then he grinned. “I told you I was kin to Robert the Bruce. These are my lands, given to me by the King. You have to start listening to me, woman. Especially if you are to obey my every word.”

“That’ll be the day,” she scoffed lightly.

He picked up her hand, his expression sobering. “I know you can speak to your friends, even from here. I know you could call for them if you wanted to and they could appear here instantly. I’m asking you not to, Tally. Leave them be. Let us be together for as long as we can. Then, when the babe is born…” He took a breath. “Then I’ll let you go.”

Tears pricked her eyes, for she could see the effort it took for him to make that promise. “I’ll stay as long as I can.”

He nodded. “If something does go wrong, something that even Morag cannot fix, then your army of experts can come. They can do that, can’t they? Jump here?”

“It would be no matter for them to jump here from the monastery,” she assured him. “They can be on standby if I tell them to be.”

“Good.” He slid an arm around her waist. “Then I have one last condition.” He glanced at Morag.

Morag moved with silent dignity to the last door along the wall and disappeared behind it. She shut the door softly.

Tally wound her arms around Rob’s neck, already responding to the pressure of his big warm body against hers. “Name your condition,” she coaxed, her mind more than half occupied with wondering what Rob had planned for the next hour or so.

“You must reach out to Lee and bring him here,” Rob told her. “And only Lee.”

Tally’s arms loosened. She stepped back, forcing Rob to let go of her. “You called him Lee.”

“He told me to.” Rob stood with his arms hanging loosely at his sides, quite calm. His blue eyes were watching her, but they held no strong emotion.

Tally cleared her throat. “Lee told me you kissed him.”

“Ah…” Rob smiled. “Now I understand your worry.” He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “Overwhelming gratitude tends to make a man emotional. Lee showed me the way to solve this dilemma we’re all in, Tally. He gave me the clue.”

“He did?”

“That is why he must be here until the baby is born. That and he has enough medical knowledge to watch over you. There should be at least one expert on hand.” He grinned. “And only one.” Again, he stroked her cheek, but made no move to draw her close to him again. “Besides, he is your friend, too, Tally. Would you really deny him this time with you, back in the past, as humans?”

She bit her lip. “He told you about…that?”

Rob nodded.

“But…” She took a breath. “Do you understand how that might tempt us, Rob? Feelings and emotions are so much stronger back here in the past that we might find it overwhelming.”

“Is that why you have refused to travel back with him before now?” Rob asked.

Tally nodded. “It would confuse things between us if we were to give into temptation in the past. With Lee, I knew I would find him too difficult to resist.”

Rob picked up her hand. “Let’s just take it a day at a time, Tally. Trust me. This will all work out.”

He spoke so firmly, so convincingly, that Tally was inclined to believe him purely by his words alone. But she could see no clear path ahead and it scared her.

“Call for Lee,” Rob told her softly. “He’ll be worried by now that you haven’t returned from your walk.”

Tally hesitated. “Rob, are you sure?” she whispered.

He kissed her and Tally’s eyes closed and her mind shut down as her body melted against him. She clung to him, more than ready for Rob to do any wicked thing he wanted to. “More,” she begged as he lifted his lips away.

“Call for Lee first,” he told her. “You need a doctor nearby. I won’t risk you or the babe.”

She sighed and cleared her mind, then reached for Lee, thinking of his face and eyes and body, and the particular mental signature that was his.

She felt his shock and delight at her touch and his underlying concern for her.

For Rob’s benefit, she articulated her side of the conversation.

“I’m safe, Lee. Rob has a new home for us to live in until the baby is born. One that is just for us. No one from our time is allowed.”

She felt Lee’s outrage and fear bloom.

“No one but you, Lee,” she added. “Rob wants you to join us here. To watch out for me and the baby.”

Silence. There were traces of puzzlement. Concern. A ripple of pleasure. But Lee was shielding his primary reaction from her. It was the first time Tally had ever felt anyone do that. She hadn’t known it was even possible to shield feelings from someone in your mind.

Show me where I am to come to, Lee said, articulating his thought.

Tally looked around the room. “There is not enough open space here. Is one of the other rooms empty? He needs room in case he lands wide.”

Rob pointed to the door at the opposite end of the cottage to the one Morag had slipped behind. Tally opened the door. The room beyond was small, but it was empty, which would give Lee the space he needed.

Tally touched Lee’s mind again as she studied the room. She thought of the outside of the cottage, the valley it was in and the way they had come to get here from the monastery. Then she focused on the room again, on little details, building up the complete picture.

I have it. Stand back.

Tally stepped out of the room, but left the door open. Rob came up behind her.

A few seconds later, Lee appeared, standing almost on the same spot as Tally had been standing. He looked around, then turned to face the door. “You draw good images,” he told Tally. His gaze lifted and focused on Rob. “Well, I am here.” He lifted the pack he was carrying. “I brought some medical supplies just in case, but I can always go back for more. I warned everyone else to stay away. Do you have any further orders?”

Rob snorted. “It’s your fault, this. Being surly won’t change that fact.” His hand slid around Tally’s waist, comforting, heavy and familiar.

Lee moved through the door out into the main room and dumped the pack on the table, his cloak swirling around his ankles. “I said don’t lose hope, you great fucking idiot. I didn’t say go off on some hare-brained scheme to rearrange the world as you know it.”

“I’m following my ambition,” Rob said placidly.

Tally looked up at him, puzzled. What on earth was he talking about? Clearly, this was a conversation she had to be filled in on. “Rob?”

Lee turned to face them squarely, anger making his eyes narrow and his jaw clench. “Scaring the crap out of Tally for a week is following your ambition? Running away to some little glen in the middle of nowhere and hiding away from the world is your version of solving this?”

Rob patted Tally’s hip before dropping his hand from her waist. He stepped forward, took Lee’s face in his hands and kissed him, his lips firm and full on Lee’s mouth.

Tally caught her breath, her heart labouring with shock…and a swiftly built, powerful arousal as she watched the two men together. Neither of them was attempting to halt the kiss. It lingered and stretched as her body throbbed.

Until finally, Rob lifted his lips away and let his hands drop. Lee stood, breathing heavily, watching Rob with his eyes wide.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” Rob told him.

“Ah, fuck,” Lee shot a guilty glance at Tally. He sat heavily on the end of the bench and put his head in his hands.

Tally felt like her feet were frozen to the floorboards. Events were moving too fast for her to keep up with. She needed a map, or careful explanation. She needed a traveller of her own to interpret what was happening.

But underneath her confusion, in her heart, she knew. She just wasn’t sure she was ready to accept it yet.

Lee lifted his head from his hands. “I need a moment. Where am I…where’s my room?”

“Either of those doors,” Rob said, pointing to the remaining two doors in the middle of the long wall. “Pick one.”

Lee took six long strides toward the nearest door and pushed it open with a thrust of his shoulder. He came to a halt two paces inside the door. “What the fuck!” he exclaimed. “Is this a joke, highlander?”

Rob settled his ass against the table, his long legs stretched out over the bench. “No,” he said simply.

Tally finally stirred herself. She moved up behind Lee and slipped around him, into the room.

The two doors opened onto the same big room. Rob had obviously spent the last week tearing down the common wall of two smaller rooms to make one large room. In the middle of that large room was a very large bed covered in furs and a quilt made of glowing colours.

The bed was big enough for three, at least.

Tally clutched at her chest as her heart slammed up against her ribcage. She turned her head to look at Lee. It felt like her neck was full of metal parts grinding on each other as she moved. Her shock was mirrored on Lee’s face.

Lee turned and stalked out of the room and Tally moved slowly after him. Lee stood in front of Rob. “Were you planning on asking anyone if they wanted this, highlander?”

“Want what?” Rob replied.

Lee growled.

Rob held up his hand, his palm toward Lee. “Hear me out before you shed blood, vampire.”

Lee curled his hands into fists. “Speak.”

Rob held his hand out toward Tally. “You must hear this, too. And you must choose, as well.”

Tally took his hand and settled herself on the table beside him. Rob didn’t let go of her hand, but he looked at Lee, who still vibrated with anger. “I tried to give you my child, nine nights ago. You were right to accuse me of giving up, then.”

Tally caught her breath and felt Rob’s hand squeeze hers. He glanced at her quickly, but returned his gaze to Lee. Lee was the key to this—whatever this was, that Rob had in mind.

Tally suspended judgement and waited. She said she would trust Rob. She had to let this play out.

“Are you trying to give me your child again?” Lee asked dryly.

“Yes,” Rob said simply.

Tally couldn’t help it. The smile formed on her lips all by itself. There was such symmetry to the idea. Lee’s gaze flickered over to her, then came back when he saw her smile.

His eyes widened. “You like this!” he accused.

“It works, Lee.”

Lee closed his eyes. “Tell me, highlander, that this isn’t you giving up again. That you’re not simply washing your hands of her because you can’t see any way of keeping her.”

Rob leaned forward and cuffed the back of Lee’s head. Lee jerked his eyes opened. His lips parted in surprise.

Rob spread his hands, to indicate the cottage. “Do I look like I’ve given up? Does the room you just stepped from speak of giving up?”

“Then, somewhere inside this nonsense, you have a plan?” Lee asked.

Rob grinned. “I have a plan. You just have to decide what part you play in that plan.”

Lee took a deep breath, straightening his shoulders. “Beyond being a father to your child once we go back to our time?”

“You haven’t accepted even that much, yet,” Rob pointed out.

“The only thing stopping me was Tally’s objection and she clearly does not object.” Lee shrugged. “I accept.”

Rob smiled and kissed Tally’s hand, sending her a searing glance, one that seemed to be loaded with hot promise, before returning his gaze back to Lee. “That just leaves deciding how much of a father you’ll be before you go back to your time.”

Tally’s body, already suffering from the push-pull of unexpected emotional spikes and powerful arousals, bloomed anew with silvery excitement that seemed to spread right to her toes and finger tips.

Lee grew very still, his eyes narrowing as he stared at Rob. Then his gaze flickered to Tally. She jumped again, for the look he sent her was hot with raw, unshielded hunger. He wasn’t hiding his feelings.

Her pussy throbbed with the possibilities that searing glance hinted at.

Lee swallowed as he turned his gaze back to Rob. “This isn’t the solution I had in mind,” he breathed.

“You didn’t have a solution in mind at all,” Rob said gently. “You’ve been going around in circles, unable to break out of your deadlock, for weeks.”

Lee drew in a shuddering breath. “Now who is mind-reading?” he accused.

Rob stood up, letting go of Tally’s hand. “It took me a day of hard thinking, but I finally figured out everything you didn’t tell me, that night you got drunk.”

Lee got drunk? Tally stared at Lee, bewildered. She had never seen him drink more than a single glass of anything alcoholic while he had been back here. He was always sober, always polite. Always distant. As usual.

Rob faced Lee, looking him in the eye. “You’ve always wanted Tally. That’s not a secret between any of us now. And you haven’t liked being back here in human form, watching me and Tally together. But what has been steadily making you harder and harder to live with these last few weeks, what has compounded your misery, is that you started to want me, too.”

Lee grimaced. His gaze slithered away from both of them.

“That’s what made you get drunk that night,” Rob continued. “You kept talking around the point, leading up to it and using Tally as the focus, but never quite making the leap. My kiss and my sudden departure the next day must have terrified you.”

Lee sighed. “You may not know what retrograde spectral analysis is, Robert MacKenzie. You’re anything but ignorant, though. You make me feel quite stupid and transparent.” He curled and uncurled his fists once more. “So where do we go from here, then? Does your ambition have a solution for this mess, too?”

Rob looked surprised. “What mess?”

Lee frowned. He glanced at Tally, then back at Rob.

Tally caught her breath as she realized the truth and a sudden silvery bright rush of adrenal spike her body. She gripped the edges of the table, almost dizzy with it. Rob couldn’t possibly mean…. But it was hard to see why else he would look so surprised.

Oh my sweet Robert! She mentally breathed, as her body throbbed with joy and possibilities.

Lee was starting to breathe hard as meanings and possibilities occurred to him, too. He glanced back at the doorway he had walked through a few moments before.

“It’s your choice,” Rob said quietly. “I’ve already chosen, but I won’t force my choice on anyone here. Tally must choose, too. There’s too much forcing of women in this world for either of us to contribute to it here.”

“I want you both,” Tally said quickly. “And I want you both to be together…if Lee wants it.”

Lee drew in a sharp breath.

Rob grinned. “Tally was ahead of you on this, then.” He walked over to Tally and picked up her hand once more and tugged it, bringing her up off the table and to the floor. He led her over to the door Lee had walked through. At the brink he turned back toward Lee. “Join us if you wish,” he told him.

He led Tally over to the bed and lifted her onto it. It was a low bed, but surprisingly comfortable and the pillows were thick and downy. Rob laid a possessive hand on her belly, that was still only softly rounded. “I’ve missed you, these last few days,” he told her. “I’ve spent my spare time thinking of all the things I would do to you when I finally got you to myself once more.”

The door creaked open and Lee stepped into the room. “Goddamn you to hell, Rob.”

“Quite likely,” Rob agreed. He was smiling. He held out the hand that wasn’t on her belly. “Come here and feel for yourself how your son grows.”








Chapter Twelve
 

Ryan could see Brenden was speaking to someone, but there was no-one in his office, so he assumed he was vocalizing his side of a call, as some people did when they were alone.

But when he pushed open the heavy door and stepped inside, the big chair in front of Brenden’s desk swivelled. Pritti was sitting cross-legged on the seat and was short enough that her head didn’t show above the back of it.

“Mr. Desmond,” she said in her girl-child’s voice.

“Am I interrupting?” Ryan asked, taking in Brenden’s darkened features and the fact that he was standing.

“Not at all,” Brenden said heavily. “Pritti was just leaving.”

Pritti blinked. Ryan caught a fleeting expression of surprise, but she slithered off the chair and headed for the door. When she was level with Ryan, she stopped.

“Pritti…” Brenden rumbled warningly.

“I must,” she said, not looking at him. “You’re biased, Brenden. You’re not listening to me properly.”

Ryan hid his surprise. “Tell me what Brenden is not hearing,” he coaxed.

“It’s about Villeneuve,” she said. The use of the Frenchman’s last name sounded odd, when everyone at the Agency called him by his given name. Pritti carried her own prejudices, it seemed.

“I tell you, you’re imagining things, girl,” Brenden interjected.

She poked her tongue at him and turned so her back was to him.

“What about Charbonneau?” Ryan said patiently. “The training proceeds?”

“He knows the basics. We’ve shared blood, so now he can jump when he’s ready. Justin is very good at hammering safety into him and we won’t let him jump until he understands the importance of the markers. He listens well.”

It was a dry recitation of a standard training cycle.

“But…” Ryan coaxed.

“He listens too well!” Pritti burst out. “He listens and asks too many questions and they’re all the wrong ones. He knows too much already.”

“Well, naturally he would. He came to us and that is the first time it has happened. He did his homework before he approached us. We just need to fill in the holes.”

She threaded her hands together and pushed them down, like she was trying to hold something in.

“What is it?” Ryan added.

“He is always asking about the arrival chambers. How we track travellers and when do we know they are returning.” She bit her lips. “He is vampire, so I cannot read his mind, but there is something there he is not sharing with us.”

“You didn’t try to read his mind, did you?”

“No, no.” She waved the thought away like it was an irritating fly. “I said I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”

Ryan looked up at Brenden. “He still hasn’t shared his reasons for wanting to travel,” he pointed out.

“True,” Brenden said with a sigh and sat down.

“Perhaps it’s time we insisted upon an answer,” Ryan suggested. “I’ll talk to him. Later. Pritti, will you tell him to come and see me?”

She nodded and headed for the door.

“You came to see me for something?” Brenden asked Ryan as the door shut behind Pritti.

“Nayara isn’t back from Scotland yet?”

“Very soon, if she hasn’t arrived already,” Brenden replied, glancing at the atomic clock read-out built into his desk.

“Then I’ll have to ask you to do it. I don’t have time to wait. I need our client profile on a man—human—called Cáel Stelios. He was the one—”

“We pulled out of France, when Ezra died. I remember. I can have it sent to your office. I’m surprised you didn’t dig it up from there.”

“I can’t. He’s there.”

“Stelios?”

“Yes, with Ursella Shun. They’re waiting to talk to me and I don’t know what about. There was no appointment, no warning.”

“Under the radar, huh?” Brenden said, already moving his big fingers with surprising grace across his desktop. He picked up a reading board and switched it on, then passed it across. “Here.”

Ryan settled down to read the profile, which was highly detailed. Stelios was a self-made man, ninety-six years old and on his first rejuvenation, which was why he looked like he was in his early thirties. He had a string of successful corporations he’d created and sold off and a sprawling family that counted members on all nine worlds and most of the off-world colonies. Apart from the family and the rejuvenation, Stelios reminded Ryan of Godfrey Reynard.

Except now Stelios was moving into politics. His position in the next Worlds Assembly was almost guaranteed. He had the money to grease the skids and it appeared he might have the clout to ensure it. He counted some very influential people as his friends.

What did he want with the Agency? Especially with Ursella Shun in tow? Was this more fall-out from his misfortunes in pre-Revolutionary France?

“I guess I’m going to have to talk to the man and find out what he wants the old fashioned way,” Ryan said, standing up. He handed back the board. “Tell Nayara to come to my office, when she gets back.”

* * * * *
 

Lee’s hand trembled as he laid it on her abdomen, so Tally rested her hand over his to reassure him. “There is no kicking yet.”

“I know,” Lee murmured. “But just the fact of it is astonishing enough.” He lay resting on one elbow next to her and it seemed so natural and right that he be there.

Rob, on her other side, placed his hand over hers and Lee’s. She glanced at him, and he nodded toward Lee. She didn’t need to read his mind to know what he was trying to wordlessly say.

Tally reached up to curl her hand around the back of Lee’s neck and draw his head down to hers. He didn’t fight her control and his lips met hers willingly. Tally gasped at the contact. It had been such a long time since she had been kissed by Lee and even then, they had not been human.

Lee’s kisses had always been the most addictive drug for her. She moaned as his tongue swept into her mouth. As a human, his kisses were electrifying…as rousing as Rob’s, but utterly different. Just as his aroma was different and his lips fitted against hers differently.

She felt his body nestle up against hers and his hand slide over her hip, lifting it. For a panicked moment she thought of Rob sitting next to her.

Then Rob’s warm, big body slid up against her back, again wordlessly reassuring her that everything was alright. Tally relaxed, letting pleasure take her and her thoughts drift away.

Lee’s kiss ended and he released her mouth, lifting his head slowly from hers. “I had forgotten how good you taste,” he whispered.

“Peaches,” Rob murmured.

“Apricots,” Lee amended.

“I don’t know what they are,” Rob replied.

“I’ll get some brought here for you to compare,” Lee told him. His eyes were narrowed and sleepy. He was aroused, Tally realized.

“What does Rob taste like?” she asked him.

Lee glanced at Rob.

Rob remained still, his body pressed up against Tally’s, his lower leg twined over hers, the plaid of his kilt tangling with the folds of her skirt. Lee leaned over her. He did not kiss Rob. Instead he gripped the front of his shirt and lifted.

Rob was brought to his knees, one between Tally’s. Lee had risen to his knees in the effort to lift Rob and now he swayed forward to press his lips against Rob’s, his hand sliding into Rob’s hair.

Tally brought her hand to her mouth, holding in any sound she might make, as she watched the erotic dance of their mouths and tongues. Deep at the pit of her abdomen, heat flared and throbbed. Her breasts swelled, the nipples hardening. Slick moisture pooled between her legs. Her arousal was stronger, more powerful than any she had ever felt from merely watching something sensual.

Lee wrapped his hand around the back of Rob’s thigh, low down where his kilt ended, just above the knee. But he did not leave it there. Smoothly, he glided the hand up the back of Rob’s thigh, under the kilt, raising the plaid up with his arm. Tally watched as Lee smoothed his hand over Rob’s hard, rounded ass, her breath escaping her in a heavy rush.

Rob groaned into Lee’s mouth.

Lee swayed back, releasing his head. He wore a small smile. “I like that sound.”

Rob reached for the hem of Lee’s robe. “I’d like it more if you were making it.” He lifted the robe over Lee’s head and Lee pulled it off and threw it to the floor. He wore a fine linen shirt and braes beneath and his cock was making a tent of the shirt.

Tally sat up, her beating heart and pulsing body unable cope with placidly lying down when both Lee and Rob were within touching distance. “Let me,” she murmured. Her voice was thick with arousal.

Lee drew a breath, his chest lifting. “Please,” he replied.

She slid off the edge of the bed, carefully not brushing either of them, then moved around to stand at the foot of it, which placed her within inches of both of them where they faced each other. She had already kicked off her shoes and wore only her stockings beneath her clothing, held up by garters just above her knees.

“First,” she said, reaching for the ties on her kirtle. “I need to remove a few layers, myself.” She loosened the ties until the neck of the gown sagged around her shoulders, then pulled it over her head and dropped it onto Lee’s robe. She wore a linen chemise beneath, a necessary layer against the cold.

“It’s really not the same effect as releasing an anti-stat zip and watching a silk evening dress tumble to the floor around your high heels and silk stockings,” Lee murmured.

Rob frowned. “I have no idea what any of that means, but by the longing in your voice, I would pay gold coins to see it.”

Lee rested his hand on Rob’s shoulder. “Perhaps we should arrange that for you.” He raised a brow as he glanced at Tally. “D’ye think Rob’s heart would stand the strain of you in a garter belt and a French lace teddy?”

Tally smiled. “I’d like to see what he makes of us in our real clothes.” She slipped the last of the ties from her hair and shook it out, then bent to catch the hem of her chemise in her hands. She lifted it slowly, by sliding her hands the length of her legs, deliberately teasing. When she reached just below her pussy, she paused. Then she yanked the chemise from her body in one convulsive movement.

Lee exhaled heavily as she dropped the linen onto the pile of discarded garments on the floor. “Leave the stockings on,” he said.

Tally smiled. “I thought you might say that.” She moved around to kneel on the bed behind Rob, who was sitting on his calves now. The front of his kilt was as tented as Lee’s shirt.

Tally stared at Lee from over Rob’s shoulder. “You’re drawn to both of us, yes?”

Lee settled back onto the mattress, his thighs spread, in the same manner as Rob. He nodded. “Yes,” he agreed, his voice low.

“So, do you find it arousing to watch us both together, I wonder?” She pulled Rob’s shirt from his kilt and lifted it up his torso, sliding her hands over his chest and stomach as she worked. She felt his flat abs quiver as she stroked. After a minute or two of teasing, she took the shirt off completely and discarded it. She glanced at Lee again.

He was watching, still, his eyes narrowed. As she looked, he swallowed.

Pleased, she began to lick and nibble along Rob’s neck and shoulders with her teeth and lips and tongue, while she let her hands circle and stroke along his abdomen, then drop down to the buckle of his belt and slowly unfasten it.

Rob’s breath was uneven and rushed as she dropped the belt onto his discarded shirt and reached for the end of his kilt. Lee’s gaze never left her hands.

Tally unwound the kilt and dropped the plaid over the side of the bed. She circled her arms around Rob’s waist again, to stroke the sensitive skin over his hips and lower abs, until she was brushing up against his rearing, heated cock.

He gasped.

So she gripped him, her hand around the base of his shaft. But she could not reach him with her other hand, so she shuffled to his flank in order to reach with both hands from one side. She cupped his balls with her spare hand as she let the first drift up the shaft to bump over the flaring head of his cock and back downwards.

This time, Rob’s reaction was stronger. He groaned, his hand fisting against his thigh.

“Ah, Christ,” Lee said breathlessly.

Tally glanced at him. Lee’s chest was rising and falling quickly and he was gripping both thighs with his long fingers digging into the flesh hard.

So she released Rob and moved around the bed, then leisurely settled herself next to Lee, so that her knee was pushing into his thigh. “You liked watching us together, then,” she concluded. “I wonder if Rob will like it as much.”

“I will,” Rob said, his voice low.

“Now, don’t spoil my fun,” Tally chided.

“I meant only to say that you should not spare your efforts with him. The effect will be worth it.”

Tally smiled at Rob before turning and stripping Lee of his shirt. The work of lifting the shirt from him meant that the tip of her breast scraped against his chest and she heard his quick in-take of breath.

Lee was not solid and thick like Rob, but there was rounded fighter’s muscles across his chest, shoulders and arms, and dips and curves across his stomach, proving that before he had been made, Lee had been at the peak of physical fitness. He was a master swordsman, trained first at WestPoint. Later he had travelled to Europe to learn from old masters in Seville and France and his sword skills had been added to throughout the centuries he had lived and fought as a vampire.

Tally ran her hands over the physique she remembered so well, her thighs straddling one of Lee’s thickly muscled legs. She bent her head to kiss and slide her tongue and lips across his flesh and was rewarded with his gasps and the catch of his breath.

She dropped her hand to the fastening of his braes. It was a simple bow in the drawstring, and as she flicked her tongue at Lee’s nipple, she tugged the bow undone, knowing that Rob would be watching her hand.

The braes sagged open and she pushed them down Lee’s hips, carefully not touching his red and throbbing cock. It stood painfully upright, beating against his stomach.

Tally laid her hand against his abdomen, just above his cock, staring at it. Her pussy throbbed and clenched, aching to feel a cock sliding into it.

“Oh Christ above,” Lee groaned. “Your pelvis is grinding into my leg. I can feel your pussy pulsing. A man can only take so much, Tally.”

His arm came around her waist, like an iron band. She was lifted. His other hand gripped her thigh, moving it. Tally gave out a gasping cry as Lee spread her legs across his thighs. His hands gripped her hips as his green eyes stared into hers. “Nearly seventy years, Tally. Now we’re human, I can smell you. Taste you. Touch you properly for the first time. It’s too much. Especially with Rob, too.”

He lifted himself up and his cock drove into her in one smooth, hard driving thrust.

Tally cried out her pleasure at the taking. It was more than good. It was heavenly. It was perfect.

…but it wasn’t. Not exactly perfect, she realized.

“Rob,” she breathed.

Rob’s lips touched her shoulder. “I’m right here. Lee, stay still for a moment.”

Lee was still breathing hard as he looked up at Tally. “I could stay like this forever, I think.” He grinned. “Well, not forever. But a while, anyway.” He brought her head down to kiss her. It was a hard, swift kiss. “I had forgotten just how good it is to be inside you. No, not forgotten. But….” He frowned. “This is better than I ever thought it might be.”

Tally stroked his face. “It’s about to get even better.”

Rob’s fingers stroked around her anus, spreading oil, then slipped inside. Tally could feel her practiced muscles relaxing at his touch.

Then Rob’s warmth touched her back and his hands slid around her waist. “Lean against Lee,” he murmured.

Lee gave out a gusty breath and pulled Tally toward him.

Rob eased his cock into her. This time he had to work for every inch, for Lee’s cock was already spreading her and squeezing the space.

“I can feel you sliding in,” Lee breathed. “God help me, Rob, I’m losing it here.”

Tally could feel Lee’s trembling as he held her, the little movements of his hips and his cock inside her. He was on the very edges of his control.

“Just hold it a wee moment more,” Rob breathed.

Finally, Rob was seated inside her. He pulled her back so that she was leaning against his shoulder.

Tally drew in a shaky breath. “This is perfect,” she declared. “Both of you at once.”

“Together, Lee,” Rob murmured. Tally felt his hands shift on her waist. She was lifted.

They withdrew together and thrust into her together.

Tally cried out and clutched at Lee’s shoulders as the exquisite sensations sent waves of pleasure slamming through her. Her clit spasmed and bloomed.

Another thrust.

Tally sank into the pool of sensation inside her that the thrusting quickly built. It was different from anything she had ever experienced. Overpowering. Mind-blowing. Her orgasm didn’t build and climax so much as explode throughout her entire body without warning, taking over muscle, sinew and nerves in a total body shut down that stole her breath and her thoughts.

Lee shouted, a hoarse cry, his fingers digging into her hips as his own climax tore through him. She could feel his cock spurting inside her.

When at last Tally opened her eyes, she saw Lee smiling at her. His eyes were still sleepy with arousal and her heart jumped a little.

“You screamed,” he said.

“She does that,” Rob agreed.

“I like it,” Lee decided. “I want to hear it again.” He patted Rob’s hands on her waist. “Lift her up a little and put her over your legs. You can stay in her, as you didn’t come.”

Rob snorted. “I know how to pace myself,” he said as he lifted Tally and rested her against his pelvis. It dislodged Lee’s cock from her vagina, but Rob’s cock was still deep inside her ass.

“I can change that,” Lee replied. He kissed Tally. “You look like you’ve been thoroughly fucked. It suits you.” His lips trailed down her chin and onto her breasts, where his hands and mouth teased and tweaked, until Tally was panting and wriggling.

Then Rob’s hands slid over her hips and began to stroke along her inner thighs, drawing closer and closer to her cleft, until they pushed gently between her folds and teased her aching, swollen clit.

Tally clutched at Lee’s shoulders for support, her hips jerking, as Rob and Lee stroked and made her squirm and moan.

“You’re squeezing around me like a fist,” Rob groaned.

Lee lifted his head. “Do you think you could put her on her hands and knees and stay in her?”

“There’s one way to find out.” Rob kissed her shoulder. “Lee has something in mind.”

Tally shivered. Lee always did have something in mind.

Rob’s great strength allowed him to arrange her on her hands and knees and still keep his cock inside her. He stoked her ass from behind. “Lovely,” he murmured.

Lee dropped two of the pillows beneath Tally’s hips. “Now lie her down,” he said. “And stay with her.”

“And I thought you were the creative one,” Rob murmured to Tally as he lowered her onto the pillows. He spread her thighs with his knees and settled behind her. His cock quivered as he gave a small involuntary thrust into her. He rested on his arms over her.

Tally gasped at the sensations produced by the unusual angle.

“Now it’s my turn,” Lee declared.

Tally turned her head and looked over her shoulder. Lee had his hand around his own cock and it gleamed with oil. Understanding flared in her, along with sudden blossoming excitement. Rob had stood oiling his cock once a few weeks ago and she had found it just as powerfully arousing. Only Rob had slid into her ass.

Lee knelt behind Rob and stroked his cheeks. Rob closed his eyes. His breathing had increased.

Then Lee dipped his fingers deeper into Rob’s cleft, circling his anus. Spreading oil. He slipped a finger inside.

Rob moaned and his hips gave a tiny thrust, grinding his cock deeper into Tally, making her gasp. But she kept her head turned, watching as Lee gripped Rob’s hips and guided his cock between his cheeks, then slid slowly inside.

Rob’s breath escaped him in an unsteady rush. “Sweet heaven,” he breathed. “I had not dreamed it would be so….” He closed his eyes, clamping them shut. “Hurry, Lee,” he ground out.

“Why?” Lee asked, with a reasonable tone. “I am enjoying myself.” He thrust slowly.

Rob moaned and his jaw rippled as he clamped it hard. He did not thrust into Tally at all. Sweat built on his temples. Now Lee had Rob hovering on the edges of his control.

Rob shifted his weight to one arm and reached beneath Tally’s hip with his free hand. His fingers slid up against her slick clitoris and began to stroke it in firm, sure strokes, the type Rob had come to know would bring her to the swiftest and hardest climax.

Tally groaned as she felt her body respond and a climax immediately leapt to life and begin to build. Her hips shifted, thrusting in response, everything clamping down inside her as the excitement built.

Her thrusts were working Rob’s cock in and out of her. Rob was panting as he pleasured her.

Her climax blazed through her and her empty pussy clenched. So did her ass, and Rob immediately gave a hoarse, soft cry, his cock spasming as he came in hard little pumps.

“No!” Lee said helplessly. Desperately. Tally turned her head and saw Lee throw his head back, his tendons standing out on his neck, as he came, too.

He fell forward, propping himself up over them both, breathing as heavily as Rob.

For long minutes their breathing was the only sound in the room. Then Lee lay on the bed next to Tally and Rob and sighed deeply. He stroked Tally’s bottom lip with his thumb, something he hadn’t done for nearly seventy years. The little caress brought tears to her eyes.

Lee looked up at Rob. “That was a fine, fine idea ye had there, Robert MacKenzie. I could get used to it.”

Rob eased himself onto the mattress beside Tally. “Better get used to it fast, Lee Hamilton. Because as soon as Tally has had something to eat so she gets colour back into her cheeks, I plan to take ye both again and this time you won’t be able to stand up afterwards.”

Tally held up a hand. “On one condition,” she said.

Both men looked at her expectantly.

“We arrange modern plumbing and a fully equipped bathroom with a shower in this cottage, or neither of you lay another hand on me again.”








Chapter Thirteen
 

Stelios looked far different from the frightened, filthy man who had begged them for food outside the Louvre. It wasn’t just a wash and clean clothes. Ryan could see he had restored his self-confidence in the last few weeks. Stelios looked Ryan in the eye when Ursella re-introduced them and even held out his hand for Ryan to shake it.

Ryan reassessed the man, trying to remember that he was both human and over ninety years old. His youthful, vigorous appearance was deceptive and Ryan realized that this was a factor that had made vampires seem so alien to humans, at first.

Cáel Stelios was a good looking man. The strong Greek heritage that ran in his family had given him the best of that race’s genetic endowments and none of the faults, as far as Ryan could see. Stelios was nearly as tall as Ryan, with the olive skin, dark eyes and glossy, thick black hair of a Mediterranean native. His eyes were one of his best features, giving him a particularly intense and focused gaze. But his smile was disarming: wide, white and warm and he turned it on Ryan at full strength as they shook hands the old fashioned way. To Ryan’s surprise, Stelios initiated the handshake.

“I appreciate you giving me your time, especially without warning in this way,” Stelios said.

Ryan glanced at Ursella. Her smile was forced. “I am merely a conduit here, Ryan. Cáel did not want to approach the Agency as a client, but rather as…well, I’ll let Cáel explain.”

“I’m here in my role as a member of the Worlds Assembly.”

“You have been appointed?” Ryan asked, surprised.

“This morning’s session.” Stelios’ black eyes twinkled.

“And your portfolio?”

“I don’t have one yet. Member at large.” Stelios grinned. “But I plan to change that very soon.”

“I’m sure you will,” Ryan said politely. “And as a member of the Worlds Assembly, you have made one of your priorities a visit to the Agency. That makes me curious.”

“It should scare you spitless, Ryan. I didn’t just make it one of my priorities. It was my first, period. As soon as I was sworn in and got the keys to the palace, so to speak, I accessed the information I was looking for and what I found was enough to send me straight here.”

“I’m listening,” Ryan assured him cautiously, wondering what the man was about to say.

The door chimed with Nayara’s code and Ryan let it open for her.

Nayara swept in.

Brenden must have warned her that Ryan had unexpected visitors, for Nayara had changed from the ancient Scottish clothing Ryan had seen her wearing just before she had left, a day ago.

From experience, Ryan knew that when Nayara was uncertain of a situation, she went for impact. She liked to intimidate and gain the upper hand.

Sweeping into the room was her first strategy and Ryan had to admit that Nayara could do it very well indeed. She didn’t wear the minimal acceptable business robe that most wore these days, like Ursella, but a gown that Ryan, who had seen centuries of fashion come and go, had a hard time pinning down and describing. He knew only that it made the most of her figure and the green glowing fabric emphasized her red hair. Her hair was loose and tumbling down around her waist in big curls. Her clear, pale skin was glowing with good health.

She took in the two visitors with a searing glance.

“Ryan, you asked me to stop by when I got back,” she said smoothly, failing to add that her return was from a thousand years away and halfway across the globe.

Stelios and Ursella both turned and Ryan saw Stelios’ jaw descend before he managed to catch it up once more.

Nayara radiated power and grace. As she walked over to Stelios, Ursella tugged at her own skirt and touched her hair.

Stelios cleared his throat. “I’m guessing you’re Nayara Ybarra.”

“And you’re Cáel Stelios,” she replied. “But I interrupted. Please go on.” She smiled at him.

Stelios spread his hands in a gesture Ryan instinctively understood. All nonsense over. This was plain speaking. With that one movement, he had dismissed the effect Nayara had on him and got back to business. “Have you heard of a man—a psi—called Gabriel?”

Both Ryan and Nayara shook their heads. Nayara settled herself on the corner of Ryan’s desk, her sleek length elongated by the pose. Ryan knew it was a practiced position. It was also a defensive one. The casual lean on one hand looked indolent, but it put Nayara in the best position to push herself up and into action in one quick movement. Nayara was still wary about Stelios.

Stelios frowned. “That surprises me.”

Ryan braced himself. “How much do you know of this Gabriel?” he asked Stelios. “What can you tell us?”

“A lot of it is speculation. Psi-filers are hard to document—hard to pin down.”

“We’ve noticed,” Ryan said non-committally and saw the corners of Nayara’s mouth turn upwards.

“Gabriel is the son of psi-filers. Two of them, so he’s technically a full psi himself. More interesting is that his parents were both designated File P. That makes them one of the last batches of psi ever made. By then, the geneticists had learned a lot about what they were doing and they were turning out some very powerful psychics. Not just the range of abilities, but the power they could wield was enormous.”

“We have a File P psi working for us,” Ryan said. “We’re familiar with their abilities.” There was no harm in telling Stelios that. Ursella had surely already revealed it.

Stelios nodded, as if this was not news. “Gabriel himself may or may not have inherited all his parents’ abilities, or more. With them both being psi, there’s no knowing what came out of the mix of their genes. Worse, he had an uncontrolled childhood.”

Ryan lifted his brow. “Uncontrolled?”

“All the original psi, the ones raised in state crèches, had basic ethics and discipline instilled—for all the good it did us.”

“I wasn’t aware of that,” Ryan responded. It occurred to him that there was a lot he didn’t know about Pritti. He had found her in the streets, fighting off a pack of scratch acid freaks. There had been five of them and all of them outweighed her. Such basic unfairness had caused Ryan to even the odds a little. Later, when he brought her back to the Agency to have her wounds dressed, she’d hinted that she had been living on the streets for many years. She had gone to work for the Agency after that and had demonstrated her character. Demands for further proof would have been an insult.

Stelios carried on. “Without the state crèche, Gabriel shouldn’t have developed much more than a strong sense of selfishness, but it seems that the man has a mission.”

“Psi rights,” Ryan finished flatly.

Stelios didn’t look surprised, merely thoughtful. “Yes, I thought you might leap to that sooner than most.”

“Psi can’t be trusted with the full responsibilities and freedoms of an adult human,” Nayara said.

“That’s what they said about us, once.” Ryan kept his tone mild, even though Nayara’s disparagement was not like her.

“It’s what many people still say.” Nayara’s gaze slid towards Ursella, who had the grace to blush.

“When it comes to psi, I tend to agree with them,” Stelios added. “Individual rights should come with equivalent responsibilities and the psi as a race have not shown they are capable of carrying much responsibility at all.” He straightened. “Which brings me to why I’m here. I think the Agency is in danger, Ryan.”

This time, Ryan completely failed to hide his surprise. So did everyone else in the room, but Ursella was the most shocked.

She straightened, her eyes widening and her mouth dropping open. “But…” Then she remembered where she was and shut it again. Her lips grew very thin. “Assemblyman Stelios, you had me bring you here under false pretences.”

“Yeah, sorry about that, old girl. But you wouldn’t have brought me here otherwise and I didn’t have time to build up my contacts and grease the skids.”

Ryan hid the smile that formed at Stelios’ casual ‘old girl.’ “You could have just called,” he pointed out.

“And cooled my heels for three weeks while you tried to figure out what I wanted. I don’t think you have the time for that.” Stelios brought his hands together. “Where I come from, a man discusses serious business over ouzo and ice. I don’t suppose you…?” he said hopefully.

Nayara went to the bar to pour the drink. Stelios looked pleased. “I was hoping, but I didn’t think you guys could eat or drink anything.”

“We can physically eat and drink, even though we don’t need to do either. Our bodies don’t use it for energy and can’t eliminate it. So eating and drinking comes with unpleasant side effects. Still, it allows us to pass as human when we need to.”

Nayara handed Stelios the freed-crystal glass.

“Then this…?” he asked, holding it up.

“For human visitors, such as yourself.”

“Your loss, then. Cheers,” Stelios said and drank. A sigh followed and he sank back in his seat. “Authentic stuff. I’m glad to see you know how to spoil your visitors.”

Ryan waited him out.

“It’s been a very long day so far,” Stelios said, putting the half-empty glass aside. He sat forward again. “If this Gabriel fellow is organizing psi, pumping them full of enthusiasm for his cause, then he’s building a bloody army, one that will come gunning for your folk.”

Ryan considered that. “If he’s interested in psi rights, then why would he build an army at all? Politics doesn’t need an army.”

Stelios shook his head in disagreement. “He’s building one, anyway.”

Ryan studied Stelios for a long moment, while the man sipped his ouzo. “You know something. Something else, not connected with this agency. That’s the thing you found out today, that brought you straight here.”

“Very good,” Stelios said softly.

“I must point out, for the last time,” Ursella said, “that this information is privileged and sensitive. You can’t just hand it over to anyone you feel like.”

“Ms. Shun, you’re an employee of the Worlds’ Assembly and by extension, you serve at my pleasure,” Stelios told her. “This man here saved my life.”

“He’s vampire,” she pointed out coldly.

“Vampire, human, psi—we’re all men at the base. We can all interbreed, with the right conditions, so don’t confuse your distaste with pragmatism.”

Having chopped Ursella off at the knees, Stelios turned back to Ryan, who hid his amusement carefully. It wouldn’t do to make Ursella too much of an enemy.

Stelios drained his glass, put it aside and spread his hands on his knees. Back to business again. “A bill has been introduced to the Assembly. It went through a reading this morning, but I’d heard rumour of it before today. It’s a comprehensive health bill, but buried in the footnotes is a nasty little clause that, amongst other things, calls for the enforced sterilization of psi…and their off-spring.”

Nayara caught her breath. It was a soft sound, but Ryan knew she was thinking of Natália, trapped back in the past, and how every vampire who knew of Natália’s plight was envious of her chance to bear off-spring. To be able to have children and then have that ability forcibly ripped from you… Yes, it was a nasty clause.

“And the Assembly supports this clause?” Nayara asked.

“It’s not being talked about openly.”

“It amounts to genocide!” Ryan declared. “This is intolerable. Why is no one talking about it?”

“I believe many in the Assembly are unaware of the clause. And there are some who silently support it.”

“How could anyone support it?” Ryan was horrified.

It was Ursella who responded. “Psi-filers breed indiscriminately and run rampant. The half-breeds have even less conscience and control. Their upbringing is abysmal, then their parents die young and leave them uncivilized.” She grimaced. “I must point out that I am quoting recent dinner conversations, not pronouncing my own feelings. After two hundred years fighting for vampire rights, Ryan, why do you need to ask this? Many people believe that psi are unnatural, a failed experiment that should be shovelled into the garbage can and forgotten. They also feel the same way about vampires, but vampires can’t breed.”

Ryan fought a sharp, short battle not to glance at Nayara to check her reaction to this statement. Natália’s situation may have changed that fact for vampires. Nayara would also have figured out the potential impact of her pregnancy on the rest of the world, too. “Your candour is appreciated, as always,” he told Ursella before returning to the more terrible facts. “This clause, the bill that carries it…it will be passed?”

“It’s on its second reading and the clause itself is not the one under dispute,” Stelios said. “If they iron out the wrinkles in the one they are arguing over, it will pass. It could pass in the next session, Ryan. It was a minor argument over technicalities.”

“Why didn’t you bring the clause to light, then?”

“I wasn’t sworn in until the end of the session and by then, the bill had been read. You know how these things work, how they have to work or the whole system will crumble from exceptions and precedences.”

“Then raise your objections at the next session.”

“I can’t.” Stelios put his hands together and threaded the fingers one by one. “You think you’re the only race to pass successfully as human? You think they don’t have their spies in the Assembly? If I raise an objection in-session, it’s as good as handing them a musket. Gabriel will instantly put his agenda into action, whatever that agenda may be. Whatever it is he plans, it involves his personal army.”

“If you don’t object, the bill will pass and the clause will be law.”

“A law that could take over a year to swing into action. A lot of things can happen in a year.”

Ryan took a breath, giving himself time to consider the implications. “That’s a huge gamble.”

“Only if you don’t consider the alternative—a guaranteed guerrilla action by psi.”

“What is it you propose should be done about this? You came to me for a reason.”

“To warn you,” Stelios said. “If this bill passes, I’ll make sure it takes a year for the clause to be acted upon. But you need to watch your people. Gabriel may target vampires.”

“Why?” Nayara asked sharply. “We have nothing to do with this…insanity.”

Ryan rubbed his temples as pain throbbed there sharply. “Gabriel won’t see it that way. He will see only that vampires got the better handout from humans. We got the Agency, the pat on the head, the partnerships. Psi-filers are getting a death sentence.”

The silence that greeted his words was eloquent.

Ursella was the first to break it. She shifted her feet, her business robe sweeping the ground with a soft rustle of fabric.

Stelios grimaced. “Well, you got there faster than I did, vampire. It took a bottle of ouzo before it hit me.”

Ryan gave him a bitter smile. “We have been dealing with these race dynamics for two centuries. Such mental gymnastics come easily to me now.”

“Damned shame, huh?” Stelios grunted. He looked up at Nayara. “I’d rather spend mental sweat trying to figure out how to get your private comm number and a date than out-think the psi, but here we are.”

Nayara’s lips parted and her eyes widened. It was all the shock she showed but it was enough for Ryan to know that Stelios had thrown her completely. Her jaw flexed. “If the psi realize we are trying to stop them, they’ll will most certainly turn on us,” she pointed out. “We’d be fighting that guerrilla war. We’d be your own private army, not your watchdogs. The Agency was not built to fight wars.”

“But the people in it are admirably suited to do so,” Stelios said sharply. “I don’t know how old you are, but I know you’ve been around at least a thousand years. Tell me you’ve not learned how to defend yourself in that time and I’ll laugh in your face.”

“I didn’t build the agency to fight a war,” Ryan said, repeating Nayara’s words deliberately to show he and Nayara were of like minds on this matter.

Ursella got to her feet. “Perhaps not, but a war may well come to you, anyway. If you want to be completely anal about it, Ryan, let me point out that my Bureau has purely oversight duties. Your Agency has all the executive power. You insisted upon it, or so the history books tell me.” She nodded and swept from the room, her chin jutting forward.

Stelios grinned. “She’s pissed at you,” he said unnecessarily.

“You’d best be careful, then, because it’s not just me she’s pissed at,” Ryan shot back.

Stelios stood up. “I have your agreement?” he asked.

“You knew you would get it before you came here.”

“It was a gamble. You’re not part of the Assembly executive. You don’t have to do a damn thing I say.”

“But we do share a common future with you and it’s a future we’d like to preserve as much as you.”

Stelios handed the crystal glass back to Nayara. “Good booze, thanks. Keep the bottle for me.” He winked at her and left.

The room was profoundly silent when the door shut behind him.

“We can’t fight a war to stop another race from having what is rightfully theirs, whether they can meet those rights or not. Who are we to judge?” Ryan murmured.

Nayara put the empty glass down on Ryan’s desk. “We can’t judge,” she said flatly. “We must not. But if the psi come after us, then we will have no choice but to defend ourselves. Gabriel will have made the choice for us, in that case.”

Ryan studied her. “You’re proposing we do nothing until Gabriel attacks us?”

Nayara bit her lip. “Yes,” she said at last. “Defence only.”

“That could be a very dangerous stance to take,” Ryan suggested. “Especially if Stelios’ information is inaccurate or underestimated.”

Nayara shrugged. “It’s a risk, but we simply cannot attack without provocation, Ryan. It goes against everything you and I believe in.”

Ryan considered it from every angle he could think of. “Agreed,” he said at last, reluctance dragging at him.

“You don’t like the idea of doing nothing, do you?” Nayara wore a small smile.

“When Stelios made us his first port of call, travelled thousands of miles and arm-twisted Ursella Shun into bringing him here, just to warn us? No, sitting on my hands and waiting for this Gabriel to take a pot shot at me feels like utter stupidity.”

Nayara settled onto the edge of his desk right next to him, so she could look almost eye to eye with him. “We could investigate. See if we could find out more on our own.”

Relief circled through him. “Do it. Do something. I know you have the resources.”

Nayara nodded and stood up. “Done,” she told him and smiled.

He could still smell the light scent she wore even after the door to her office closed behind her.

“That was really stupid,” came a quiet voice from behind him. It had a soft accent that sounded vaguely familiar to Ryan. He spun in his chair, all his muscles taut and ready to lash out.

Shock made him fall back in the chair, a stingless puppet.

He was staring at himself. But the version of himself moving through the door from his private quarters was a worn, ill-used one. The other version of himself stared at the door to Nayara’s office. When he looked back at Ryan, he had tears in his eyes. “You sent her to do the most dangerous work in the world, you fool. Do you not realize how little time you have left?”

“What do you mean? You’re from the future, aren’t you?” The tears meant he had a human physiology, as he could only have when he moved into the past. This was himself, but from the future. “What are you doing here? How could you risk this? You know it is not permitted in the charter—”

“Shut up, you stupid idiot,” his future self snapped. He moved around the bar, poured himself a half-glass of rum and knocked it back in three or four swallows. Then he refilled. Ryan noted the two-day growth and the shadows around his eyes. He had not slept when his human body demanded it.

“Watt is it you’re wearing?” Ryan asked, studying the long, black and shabby coat with a wrinkle of his nose. It looked dusty and as beaten-up as the wearer.

His future self half-fell into the chair that Stelios had recently vacated and looked at him over the glass. “You have to listen hard.” He paused, dug inside his coat and extracted a sawn-off shotgun, which he dumped in the chair beside him. He resettled, then lifted his hip and pulled out a revolver, that landed next to the shotgun. Then he carried on as if the interruption had not taken place. “If I’ve timed this right, then Cáel and Ursella just left. No?”

“That’s right.” Ryan couldn’t pull his gaze away from the man. “What has happened to you? I mean, me?” he amended awkwardly. “What is going to happen?”

“Bad things,” his future self intoned. “Everything Cáel just told you will come to pass, and worse. But I never believed him. Not in my gut.” He dropped his chin, and closed his eyes. “I paid the price,” he whispered. He brought the glass back to his lips and there was a visible tremble in his hands. After a moment, he cleared his throat and looked up again. “Don’t let it happen.” His voice was hoarse.

“You’re trying to change the future,” Ryan accused him. “The very thing we swore to protect.”

His future self thrust himself to his feet. “There is no future! Not one worth preserving.” He glanced over his shoulder toward the door to the suite, as if he were monitoring for arrivals. “Your love for her is doomed.”

Shocked clawed at him. Ryan found himself on his feet as well. “What… Why would you say that? What—”

“Don’t ask me what I mean,” his future self said, bending to pick up the firearms. He tucked them away inside his coat. “You can’t lie to me, remember?”

Ryan struggled to find words. “Why do you tell me this?”

His future self smiled, but it was more of a grimace. “Be warned. Brace yourself. It’s coming.” He leaned forward, the start of a time-jump. Then he was gone.








Chapter Fourteen
 

Rob noted Natália’s absent-minded frown and waited until her gaze had refocused on him.

“That was Nayara,” she told him. “She’s back at the monastery.” She lifted her chin up so the sun bathed her face. It was mid-afternoon, but the day was already growing cooler, the sun low in the sky.

“They really are leaving us alone,” he marvelled, picking up the cloth with the berries wrapped in it. “Here, eat something. You’ve gone all pale.”

“He’s kicking again, down low,” Lee said. “Feel.” He picked up Rob’s hand and placed it against Tally’s swollen belly. He had his back against the big crag of rocks they had reached when they had paused for a meal. Tally was nestled between his thighs, using Lee’s torso as a backrest.

Rob gave Lee a wise look. “His kicking has nothing to do with the fact that you have your hands on his mother’s breasts and she’s close to climaxing from your nuzzling.”

Lee grinned and kissed Tally’s neck, his hand sliding back inside the loosened neck of her kirtle. “No more than your fucking her twice on the way here.”

Rob suppressed a smile at the memory, for Tally was watching him with the limpid, wanton heat in her eyes that told him she was reliving those moments all over again and her body was enjoying the memory.

His own body hardened and throbbed just at the mention of the morning.

He had woken just before first light. It had become one of his favourite times of day, dawn. In between kisses, caresses and sex—lots and lots of sex, Tally and Lee talked. And talked. There was very little they held back from him now. The only thing they would not give him was hard data. Dates. Political facts. But they shared without hesitation the minutiae of their lives. The Agency they worked for. The people they cared for. The strange, wondrous and incredible world they lived in.

Among the things they shared was the evolution of vampires from purely nocturnal creatures to a species that moved in both day and night. But the daylight made vampires sluggish. Direct, strong sunlight still bothered them. At dawn, when once they would have become dormant for the day, vampires still fought off a brief period of low energy.

Even in their human form, Tally and Lee slept their soundest at dawn.

Rob would often wake as the sun rose, to study the two other people in his bed and try to encompass everything that had happened to him since he had captured a wandering English lady last summer.

Sometimes, his throat would close up and his heart would ache with such unspoken emotions, he would have to grip the frame of the bed until the pain had passed.

This morning, though, his emotions and feelings had been much more basic and easier to understand.

Inside the cottage, Lee and Tally had long ago ceased pretending to be of Rob’s time. Lee, the courier of future luxuries, had slowly retrieved enough of their personal wardrobe that they only needed to don clothing of Rob’s era whenever strangers were visiting, or when they moved far enough beyond the outside of the cottage that they risked coming upon locals.

Rob had been treated to a bewildering display of astonishing garments, fabrics, colours and fashions, some of them intriguing, some of them downright seductive.

When Lee brought back a silk dressing gown just for Rob, even Rob discarded his kilt and linen shirt and adopted their clothing.

He remembered the small silence that had greeted him when he had stepped out of the bedroom in the jeans and shirt Lee had brought back for him.

Tally glanced at Lee. “It’s scary how natural he looks in them.”

Rob pulled at the seat of the jeans. “They don’t feel all that natural. Not after thirty years wearing a kilt.”

“You liked the silk robe well enough,” Lee pointed out.

“Aye, well, the silk is different. That’s decadent.” Rob grinned. “I like silk on Tally, too. Only a lot less of it than is in my robe.”

But he’d quickly grown used to trousers and liked their simplicity.

In bed, though, rarely a night passed when anyone ended up wearing anything. Even as the summer swung into winter, thanks to the advanced textiles in the bedding that Lee brought back to cover them at night, there was no need to bother with insulating layers of clothing.

So, this morning, which had been an oddly warm morning, Rob had woken to find Tally had kicked off her portion of the covers and lay on her side, her naked body utterly relaxed in sleep. Her golden hair, like ripe corn in the field, was spread across the mattress. Her belly, rounded with the growing baby, caused Rob’s heart to stutter.

His son.

Lee had confirmed it was a son. He had even brought back shadowy images of the still forming child inside, after running a scanner over her belly, then taking it back to a laboratory for processing.

That was a day Rob had got more than a little drunk, and not just over the fact of his son.

As Rob lay watching Tally, remembering that watershed day, Lee, who had ended up between them during the night, slid his hand over Tally’s abdomen and rested it on the baby, lightly enough not to wake her.

Rob circled his arm around Lee’s chest. “It’s not like you to be awake at this hour,” he murmured, his lips close to Lee’s ear, so Tally wouldn’t be disturbed.

Lee took a moment to reply. “Time is running out, Rob. I feel like I can’t spend too much more of what I have left with you and with Tally back here in the past in human form, mindlessly sleeping and wasting it away.”

He turned his head slightly. Toward the pillow.

Rob lifted himself up onto his elbow and lifted Lee’s chin, turning his face so that Lee was looking at him.

Tears were glittering in Lee’s eyes and he shut them to hide the tears away. But it merely squeezed the tears out.

“Hey,” Rob said softly. “Ye think ye the first to shed tears over this pickle we’re in?”

Lee’s green eyes focused on him again. “I’m not used to this. To…crying.”

“Neither am I,” Rob admitted. “Until you and Tally came along, I had no idea what love really meant. I thought it was a troubadour’s word. A poetic thing, full of light and splendour and happiness.”

“It is that,” Lee whispered.

“And it’s cruel and hard and wounds,” Rob insisted. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Listen to you,” Lee said. His hand glided over Rob’s shoulder. “The poetic savage.”

Rob grinned. “The savage poet, you mean.”

“I’ve known a time or two when you could be described as savage, but you’re a long way removed from the man Tally met at Stirling Castle, now.”

“I’ve you two to thank for that.”

“Thank?” Lee looked sad. “Your life is never going to be the same again, Rob. You can never go back. You’ll never want to go back. We’ve done you no favours at all.”

Rob touched his mouth to Lee’s, to silence him. “You’ve no idea how profound a gift you’ve given me. I can’t demonstrate it and you can’t see it because you’ve spent centuries living with it, so it has blinded you to its influence.”

“Time?” Lee asked dryly. “Time is a curse you don’t understand until you have it. Don’t envy us.”

Rob shook his head. “There you are. You can’t see it.” He leaned down the fraction of an inch more and kissed him again, this time properly. The kiss lengthened, grew heated. When Rob drew back again, Lee was breathing hard.

“All I know,” Lee murmured, “Is that a man who grasps the concepts of time and physics as you have and the next morning speaks so eloquently of abstract emotions like love…that man has no place in the fourteenth century.”

Rob shrugged. “I’ll manage.” He pushed Lee so his shoulders were flat on the mattress. “I managed to snare the both of you, didn’t I?”

Lee tried to sit up, but Rob settled on top of him and held his shoulders down easily.

“Aye, ye did, ye scoundrel,” Lee replied, imitating Rob’s brogue, which Rob rarely fell back into these days. Usually only when he was tired or stressed did his Scots appear.

Rob spread Lee’s thighs with his knees, his own cock stirring with sudden strong interest.

Lee caught his breath. “A proper scoundrel,” he muttered, his hands cupping Rob’s ass.

“Now there’s a sight for a girl to wake to see,” Tally said, her voice a mix of sleepiness and growing interest. She eased herself into a more comfortable position. “Don’t mind me,” she said.

Rob settled on his knees. “When I know you’re going to be watching every tiny movement and drooling, I don’t think it would be possible to ignore you.”

Tally grinned and sat up. She reached for the little pot of lubricant on the chest of drawers next to the bed.

Lee groaned. “Now she’ll torture us to death.”

Rob slapped his thigh. “And you hate every minute of it.”

Tally dipped into the pot and coated her fingers, while Rob appreciated the rounded fullness of her breasts. They had grown larger and fuller in the last few weeks, to both Lee’s and his satisfaction. Rob had also discovered that Tally’s nipples were extraordinarily sensitive now. He could bring her to writhing, panting desperation, begging for release, just by sucking and biting her nipples.

His cock hardened and throbbed at the memory.

Tally curled her slick hand around Rob’s shaft, making his hips jerk and thrust. Her other hand cupped his balls, squeezing gently, while her finger slid beneath to stroke his perineum.

Rob closed his eyes and clenched his fists. Tally knew exactly how to bring him to devastating ruin. She could play his senses like a harp.

When Rob was certain she was not going to spare him, Tally lifted her hand away. He groaned in frustration.

Tally transferred her moist hand to Lee’s testicles. He sucked in a surprised breath. His cock was erect, but at her touch it jerked and hardened, the head swelling and flaring.

Tally avoided his cock, though. Her slippery fingers stroked the back of his balls, then descended to his perineum. Rob, guessing her intention, spread Lee’s thighs wide, giving her access. Tally dipped her fingers down into the valley of Lee’s anus.

Lee moaned, his eyes closing and his hips shifting.

Talley pushed her fingers inside, evicting another hard moan from Lee. His cock was throbbing now.

So was Rob’s, from a combination of watching what Tally was doing, Lee’s reactions and his own anticipation.

As Tally removed her fingers, Rob replaced them with his cock, lifting Lee’s hips to give himself better access.

Lee clutched at the rough-hewn bars of the headboard, a long-drawn out groan emerging as Rob slid into him. When Tally gripped his cock, he choked off a cry, his knuckles whitening.

Rob began to thrust almost without thought, driven to it by Lee’s responses and Tally’s actions. Tally countered his thrusts, travelling the length of Lee’s rigid shaft each time he drove into Rob.

Lee grew taut and Rob could see the frantic beat of his pulse in his throat.

“Ah, Christ,” he murmured desperately and came with an upward flex of his hips. It was all the encouragement Rob needed to bring on his own delayed climax. Two more tiny thrusts and he came, the pleasure tearing through him.

“No, you don’t,” Lee said.

Rob opened his eyes to see Lee had his hand around Tally’s wrist, preventing her from leaving.

Rob grabbed her ankle. “I concur.”

Tally tried to look annoyed. “I have things to do, you know.”

Lee laughed. “What things? Rob and I are your personal slaves and Morag takes care of everything else. You have Nayara orchestrating a small army at the monastery for you. You’re more a lady of leisure here than you are at the agency.” As he spoke, he hauled her slowly back to his side.

Rob withdrew from Lee and helped arrange Tally’s limbs on the bed, turning her so she lay across the mattress. It would give him the room he needed. He spread her legs open and saw the tell-tale gleam of moisture. Tally loved watching Rob and Lee together. It never failed to arouse her.

Tally sighed as Rob laid on his stomach between her thighs. “No sex in the last trimester, remember?”

“I said you couldn’t take full penetration,” Lee amended. “That’s utterly different.”

“Completely,” Rob agreed and took her neither lips into his mouth. He pushed his tongue between them, quickly finding her swollen, heated clit.

Tally squirmed beneath him and when he glanced up, he saw that Lee was bent over her. He presumed Lee was teasing Tally’s breasts, although Tally’s big rounded belly stopped him from seeing if Lee’s mouth was drawing on her nipples. The little noises Tally was making made him suspect that was exactly what Lee was doing—teasing her nipples with his teeth and lips.

Rob returned to driving Tally as crazy as possible. He plunged the tips of three fingers inside her pussy. She was sopping wet and they glided inside the heated channel. Tally moaned deeply. She was trembling and her hips lifted in the tiny movements that told Rob her climax was building.

He listened to her breath. There was a particular breathless catch in her throat that she made, a quick series of them, as her climax hit, often just before she held her breath for endless seconds, then screaming.

That little hitch of breath was for Rob one of the most erotic sounds in the world. Tally’s screams were rewarding, but that catch of her breath could—and had—tipped Rob over into his own climax, so powerfully did it move him.

So he listened to Tally now and he teased her and stroked her clit with his tongue and teeth. He thrust his fingers gently in and out of her pussy, feeling the muscled walls clamping around him.

Then he transferred one of his moistened fingers to her anus and slipped it inside.

Tally exploded. Her breath caught and held, her body stiffened, then she screamed, her fingers digging into the sheets. Her channel squeezed around Rob’s fingers in rippling waves.

It had been a wonderful start to a morning that had been utterly perfect, to Rob’s mind. They had leisurely showered together in the bathroom-shower-room that Lee had jury-rigged out of the spare room next to their bedroom. It served as an arrival chamber for Lee when he jumped back from his trips, so the equipment in the room was sparse and hugged the walls. Everything in the room folded back against the wall when it needed to.

Modern plumbing, Rob had discovered, was something for which he would sell his soul. Hot water on tap. The concept was so simple, yet such a wonderful convenience.

Rob had watch Lee go about assembling the pipes and fittings, completely and utterly baffled about Lee’s final intentions. Unlike any of the esoteric equipment and projects Lee had turned his hand to around the cottage, this one had no ancestors from Rob’s time that gave Rob a clue what Lee might be doing.

When Lee finally gave Rob and Tally a tour of the bathroom and turned on the overhead shower to demonstrate, then held Rob’s hand under the hot water falling from the showerhead, Rob was stunned as the ideas and concepts slammed through his mind.

“The contraption you installed on the roof,” Rob said. “It heats the water?”

“From the sun,” Lee said. “Yes. And stores it, so you can have hot water even at night. It’s very efficient—much more so than the solar panels that were first invented. These are so sensitive to sunlight, they have enough energy left over they could also charge a household-sized battery, but I haven’t bothered with that.” Lee shook his head as Rob frowned. “Power is a discussion for another day, Rob. Leave it. For now, enjoy the benefits of indoor plumbing. You’ll get to like it, I guarantee.”

And he had. It wasn’t just hot showers. The mechanics and concepts of a recycling, flushing toilet had kept him occupied for a day or so and the convenience of it had further convinced him that plumbing was one of man’s prized inventions. While neither Tally nor Lee would tell him when plumbing would come into general use, he privately decided that he would find a way to “invent” his own plumbing once they had gone. There was no way he was ever going back to using a chamber pot again.

They had showered together this morning, although that wasn’t always the case. Often Lee had work that took him away early and just as often, he involved Rob in that work. But not today.

Breakfast had been an odd mix of new and old. Morag, who had silently accepted every strange event she had witnessed inside the cottage and doted upon Tally with the utter devotion of a mother hen, moved around the table helping Lee serve breakfast with patient tranquility. Rob made strong tea in the ceramic pot, in the way Tally had taught him, his mouth watering, for he had acquired a taste for the beverage, too.

Lee made waffles, using a cast iron waffle iron over the coals in the fireplace. The maple syrup was warming near the stove. Morag had brought sausages from a local farmer and fried them on the stove.

Tally watch from her seat at the table, a small contented smile on her face, her hand flat on the table in front of her where the candlelight played on it.

It was a moment that had stayed with Rob all morning. Possibly, it was that moment and the perfect morning that had caused him to reach for Tally more than once on their long, slow walk to McLeary’s crag, for no better reason than to see three shires at once. Although Lee had not let Rob have all her to himself on both occasions. Lee could no more resist the sight of Rob and Tally together, than Tally could remain unaffected when Lee and Rob made love. Rob only had to recall moments when he had watched Lee taking Tally for his heart to race and his cock to stir. It worked the same for all of them.

He leaned back against the cold rock of McLeary’s crag now and felt a silent, profound contentment. He had found many such moments in the last few months, and continued to be surprised and grateful for each of them. He had stopped looking ahead to the shadow surrounding their child’s birth.

He was no longer the same man that had once been a captain in his cousin’s army. These long weeks with Tally and Lee and the endless conversations about the huge variety of things they had spoken of had changed him. They had changed his thoughts, broadened his mind and deepened his love in a way he had not thought possible.

“Did you think they would not leave us alone, when we asked them to?” Tally asked. Rob was sitting close enough for her to slide her hand through his hair.

“For as long as it suits them. You think I didn’t understand they’re just biding their time? They’re humouring a lass with child to avoid upsetting her too much. But you were telling us about Romania, Tally.”

Tally’s past, which was somewhere in his future, lay far to the east of them, in the land she called Romania. There, she had been born, lived and been made a vampire.

Now, as the last of the day’s sunshine warmed them, Tally’s soft, perfect voice spun more tales of wonder from the far-off land of her birth and the many places she had seen since.

“There was a count that lived in Transylvania, to the south of us,” she said. “They called him Vlad the Impaler and over the years all sorts of stories sprung up about him being the original vampire. Which is ironic, really, as he wasn’t a vampire at all. Just a sick, in-bred aristocrat with delusions of dark power. But he added to the mystique around the vampire race and humans loved it. The movies, the books….”

For a moment, Rob thought she had lapsed into silence as she remembered something from that time. But as the silence lengthened, he opened his eyes and sat up to look at her.

She was sitting quite still, staring straight ahead at nothing. She looked peaceful and composed. Despite her tranquility, a cold hand clutched at Rob’s heart.

Lee glanced at Rob, then tried to peer around at Tally’s face, too.

“Tally,” Rob said softly.

When she didn’t respond, Lee spoke louder. “Tally!”

She drew in a breath and looked around, blinking. A frown etched itself between her brows. “What…? Oh.” She touched her fingertips to her temple. “Oh….” she repeated, more softly. She bit her lip.

“What just happened, Tally?” Rob asked.

She looked like she might cry.

Lee wrapped his arms around her and rested his head against hers. “This is the beginning, Rob. What we warned you might happen.”

Rob’s heart—his entire body—seemed to turn cold. “The…stasis poisoning?”

Tally moaned and closed her eyes. It was answer enough.

“But what happened then? You looked like you were just caught up in memories.”

“She wasn’t,” Lee said. “It can happen this way.”

“But you said it would be later,” Rob argued. “That the first signs would be things that happen to old people. Liver spots, wrinkles.”

Silently, Tally held out her hand toward Rob, palm down. The back of it held two small light brown spots. Her hand shook badly.

Then he remembered breakfast that morning. Tally had been sitting at the table with her hand flat on the tabletop, where the candlelight would fall upon it. She had been examining her hand in the light. She had seen the spots then.

Fear wrenched at him, worse than any battle field fear he’d ever faced. Here was an enemy he couldn’t run through with his sword. “How much time?” he said. His voice was hoarse.

She put her hand back in her lap. “I don’t know. Soon.”

He looked at her round belly. She was large, but not near large enough. Babes born early had a devil of a time thriving, even if Morag knew a way to bring on her labour….

He tried to find something to say. But all that would come to him was the terrifying knowledge that as long as Tally stayed, she would die.

“Go back,” he croaked. He cleared his throat. “You have to go back. Call Nayara, your people. Go back to your time. You won’t…you won’t die there.”

Tally turned her face into Lee’s shoulder. Lee gripped the back of Rob’s neck, hard. “She can’t go back.” His voice was low, rough. “If she goes back before the baby is born, the baby will die.”

In all their discussions about the baby and the limitations of her time here in his world, this had never been spoken of. Rob stared at Lee, his heart threatening to creak to a stop. Soundless noise battered at his mind. “Die?” he repeated. “How could he die if she lives?”

“When we jump back to our natural time, the symbiot emerges from stasis. As soon as it emerges from stasis, it would instantly return us to ‘normal.’ It works to keep us healthy so that it might thrive. All aging stops and any flaws in our condition are corrected. Illnesses, disease, injuries all vanish. In many ways, we stop living. We become a perfectly preserved copy of our human selves. Unchanging, unaging. Metabolism halts.” Lee paused. “Everything halts,” he finished, with a shrug.

Rob battled to hear. To understand. He grasped the minor distinction. “It makes you healthy?” he repeated. “There’s nothing unhealthy about bearing a child. It must surely let the baby live.”

“But no-one knows if it would,” Lee said, his grip on Rob’s neck tightening. “This has never happened before. No-one knows what would happen if Tally jumped back while still carrying the baby. She could arrive back in our time and find the baby had completely disappeared. Then there’s a good chance it would remain unchanged inside her and never be born.”

Rob swallowed and his throat clicked dryly. “But Tally will die if you stay here.”

“Not yet,” Tally replied, lifting her head. “And maybe I’ll live long enough to let our son be born.”

“Maybe?” He found himself on his feet, staring down at her. “You’re dead if you stay and the baby may well be, too?”

“It was always a gamble and one with bad odds,” Lee said softly.

He closed his eyes, trying to find balance amidst the swirling feelings.

“But I chose to stay, anyway,” Tally said gently.

“And me, too,” Lee added.

Just like that, the fury and fear was gone. Rob knelt in front of them and gently laid his hands on either side of Tally’s belly. “You stayed for the child.”

“And you, Robert MacKenzie.” A single tear slid down her cheek, but she was smiling.

“Then we’ll just have to make sure you live long enough to take our son to his new home,” he told her. He stood up. “I think it’s time you let Nayara and her team visit.”








Chapter Fifteen
 

Ryan sat at his desk, experiencing a sour rush in his body. His reaction alone brought fear.

The vampire symbiot acted as an instant preservative, maintaining their bodies in a permanent state of perfect health, so most emotions vampires experienced weren’t felt in the body the way humans felt them. Emotions were blunted, without the sickly surges of adrenaline, the thudding of a taxed heart, or the trembling of limbs that tried to cope with the stress. But sometimes, if the emotion was strong enough, adrenaline could spike hard before the symbiot could bring things back to perfect harmony. Being unused to it, the vampire felt that spike of adrenaline every bit as strongly as a human in crisis.

Ryan knew the reasons for the nausea he was feeling but it didn’t help him deal with it any better. He clutched at the desk and all he could do was recall the words his future self had spoken. “It’s coming,” he had said. And the one that caused the adrenaline to spike hardest. “Your love for her is doomed.”

“I haven’t got too far into the legal history of the Agency yet,” came a male voice from the external door. “But the little I’ve already learned tells me that what you just did then is quite illegal.”

Ryan wasn’t surprised to find Charbonneau moving into the room. “You were listening,” he accused, not bothering to hide the tremble in his hands.

“The door was unlocked, but I could hear voices, so I waited. The voices were loud. It wasn’t so much that I listened, but that I couldn’t not listen. While I listened I heard the same voice from two locations inside the room. What they spoke of made me pause. The mention of the end of life as we know it tends to perk one’s interest.”

Ryan remembered that he had sent for the man to speak about his motives for joining the agency. Laughter tugged at him. “The reasons for calling you here seem a little shallow now.”

“So I gather.” Charbonneau moved further into the room. “What is coming, then? What makes you so afraid?”

“Can I trust you, Frenchman?”

“Spoken like a true Irishman.” Charbonneau pushed his hands into his pockets. “Who is the ‘she’ your visitor referred to?”

“No one. It’s not important.”

Charbonneau tilted his head to one side, considering him. “Nayara?” he asked softly.

Ryan fought to hide his reaction. The prediction was still too fresh, though. He jumped as if he had been goosed.

“Nayara,” Charbonneau repeated, confirming it. “Ah, the plot thickens.”

Ryan pushed himself to his feet, finding energy he didn’t know he had left. The need to feed and rest was racing at him now. “I’m afraid we will have to postpone the interview. Thank you for coming.”

Charbonneau spoke as if Ryan had not just dismissed him. “You can trust me for the same reason.”

Ryan stared at him, his growing anger abruptly wiped away. “A woman?” he said softly.

“One I will not speak of.” Charbonneau’s gaze would not let him go. “I think I have waited almost as long as you, Ryan Deashumhain. Perhaps even longer.”

Ryan found it hard to look him in the eye with this sensitive revelation hanging between them. But as delicate as it was, it was a key that would let Ryan trust him. “You’re older than we think,” Ryan said.

“I may well be,” Charbonneau agreed with a smile.

“Later, right?”

“Yes, later, you will understand.” Charbonneau drew himself up straighter.

Ryan held up a hand. “I must feed soon,” he warned.

Charbonneau studied him. “It’s just shock,” he said clinically. “The need will pass in a few moments and you’ll feel normal again. You’ll certainly have to feed in the next day or so, but you’ll last at least another twelve hours.” He smiled, one corner of his mouth lifting. “You’ll have time to apologize to Nayara before you rest.”

Ryan pushed his hand through his hair. “I would give anything to be able to knock back a glass of whiskey, right now.”

Charbonneau’s smile broadened. “Scotch, for me.”

Ryan found himself smiling with the man and realized Charbonneau’s assessment was correct. The imperative demand to feed was already diminishing. “One night, when you’re ready, we should slip back to a little dive I know in New Orleans, about two hundred years ago. It serves the best damned whiskey in the universe. They keep my favourite under the bar.”

“You go there often?” Charbonneau asked.

“To them, I’m there every week. For me, I don’t get there often enough.”

“What is the place called?” Charbonneau asked curiously.

“Stress relief,” Ryan said flatly.

Charbonneau grinned. “I could drink to that.”

* * * * *
 

Nayara crossed the room to where Rob was sitting at the table, whittling at kindling with his dirk, as he watched Tally writhing on the bed he could see through the doorway. Lee stood at the stove, staring moodily at the few flames left in the red coals.

Morag sat on a stool by the bed, watching her ward with a worried expression.

Nayara settled herself on the bench next to Rob’s elbow and laid her hand on his wrist. “I need to speak with you, Rob.”

“Aye, I suspected you might.” He kept hacking at the stick in his hands. “Is she going to die?”

“Not if we can help it.”

He looked at her, his hands lowering. “And the babe?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Rob, I have a doctor waiting. Well, two doctors. People who are trained in healing. One of them understands human medicine. The other is—” She hesitated, aware that naming Fahmido’s specialty would prod Rob’s sensitive nerves.

“An expert on vampires?” Rob finished for her. He grimaced. “More experts.”

“We need them now. Natália needs them. The human doctor is an obstetrician and gynaecologist—a specialist in pregnancy and childbirth. One of the things I can arrange is for him to bring along the drugs he needs to induce Natália’s baby.”

Lee turned to face Nayara, the first real animation he had shown all day. His eyes glittered with some unnamed emotion. “It’s too early,” he said flatly. “You can’t induce now.”

Nayara held out her hand. “The ob-gyn says it’s risky, but not impossible. You’re just a general physician, Christian. He is one of the very best specialists in Los Angeles. If we can let him examine her…” She bit her lip. “If you will let me bring him here.”

“To bring on the delivery?” Rob asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Yes,” Nayara said, pleased he understood the nuances.

“Then Tally can begin the birthing now? As soon as he gets here?” The hope in his voice was almost painful to hear.

“If that is all right with you, Rob. The baby will be premature, but not dangerously so, not for our time, and Natália’s time grows short. The poisoning is taking her.”

“Then of course it’s bloody well all right with me,” he growled. “D’ye think I’m so daft I’d deny them a chance to live?”

“No,” Christian said, his voice low. “Rob, no. You don’t understand the risks.” He crouched down in front of Rob and looked him in the eye. “You have to trust me. This seems like a miracle solution to you, I know, but it’s not. There’s all sorts of dangers Nayara isn’t telling you about.”

Nayara had caught from the edges of Tally’s mind the fact that Rob and Christian were lovers, but this was the first time she had been faced with the fact in reality. They really were lovers as well as being Tally’s lovers. Nayara could see the bond between them even though they were doing nothing more complicated than look at each other.

It was a true ménage, then. Nayara realized she felt a tiny touch of envy. It had been at least two hundred years since she had seen a ménage relationship at work. That it was her own was the cause of the envy.

It had always puzzled her that vampires did not naturally coalesce into more ménages than she had seen in her lifetime. It was a perfect relationship for long-lived, high-demand high-risk-living vampires. That Christian and Tally had found a human from such an ancient era to complete their ménage was quite astonishing. It meant Rob MacKenzie was a very unusual man. His mind had to be quite extraordinary to have coped with all the changes and ideas that Natália and Christian would have thrust upon him in the last few weeks.

Rob put the dirk aside now and laid his hand on Christian’s shoulder. “It’s not our decision, Lee,” he said, his voice low and gentle. Nayara recognized the tone with a jolt. It was the tone a leader used to settle restless men before a battle with long odds. She used that tone herself.

A very unusual man, indeed.

“We have to ask Tally,” Rob added.

Christian shook his head. “She can’t speak!”

Rob’s fingers dug into Christian’s shoulder. “She can speak to you,” Rob said, his voice still low and calm.

Christian swallowed, staring at Rob.

“She can speak to you and you can tell me. All of us,” Rob added, glancing at Nayara.

“You know we haven’t done that since you…since Bannockburn, don’t you?” Christian replied. “It didn’t seem fair.”

“I know,” Rob replied. “But now it will help us all.”

Christian pressed his lips together. “All right.” He got to his feet and moved into the bedroom. Rob followed him in. Morag stood as the two men approached the bed, but Christian patted her shoulder and she sank down onto the stool once more, wringing her hands.

Nayara moved over to the doorway and rested her shoulder against the frame.

Christian settled himself on the edge of the bed and picked up Natália’s hand. Instantly, Natália’s agony-filled contortions lessened. Nayara suspect Natália was trying to hide her pain from her men so they would not be troubled. It would be just like her. But she could not hide it completely. Her body jerked and twitched as she lay on the bed, her eyes on Christian.

Rob stood at Christian’s shoulder. “They want to bring on the birthing, Tally,” Rob said. “Lee’s against it, for medical reasons and because he’s afraid for you and the babe. I think you should get to choose. It’s you who will be taking the risks.” He rested his hand on Christian’s shoulder again. “Lee will have to explain the risks to you, because I want this to happen. I want to end your pain and I would minimize them.”

Admiration filled Nayara for Rob’s clear-headed thinking even at such an emotional and crisis-filled time.

“Wait,” Christian murmured. He reached toward Natália’s face, as if he were about to stroke it, then pulled back. Simply holding her hand would be causing a degree of pain. Even the slightest drag of fingertips across her flesh would be worse. Christian sat back again, his shoulder against Rob’s hip. “You’re sure, Tally?” he asked.

She nodded, her chin moving a fraction of an inch. Her dark eyes shifted, lifting up to Rob. Her mouth curved up into a small smile, even as her eyes filled with tears.

“Tally wants us to induce the baby,” Christian said heavily. “She doesn’t care about the risks to herself, but she wants me to monitor the baby and protect him at all costs.”

“I bloody well care about the risks to her,” Rob returned sharply. “You do both, Lee.”

“No.” Christian looked up at Rob. “You don’t understand, Rob. This is a patient privilege. Tally gets to decide this matter, no one else. It’s her body, her choice. If there is a life or death decision to be made at some point, that is the decision she wants made. The baby over her.”

Rob shook his head. “No.”

Christian stood up. “It may never come to this, Rob. But if it does, do you really want the doctor to stand there trying to make some sort of ethical and moral decision and dithering over which way he should jump and letting them both die?”

Rob looked at Tally, who was gazing at them both, her damp eyes steady. “No, he told Christian, his voice hoarse.

“Do you really want some stranger to make decisions on your behalf? To make a decision about Tally and our son?”

Rob glanced at Tally again. He dropped his gaze and shook his head.

Christian stepped out of the way. “Tally wants you to kiss her.”

Rob took a breath that lifted his shoulders and let it out heavily. “Ye can’t talk and ye still driving me insane, lass,” he told her. He bent over her and pressed his lips softly to hers.

Christian laughed. “She’s complaining. She wants a proper kiss.”

Rob looked at Christian, startled. Then at Tally. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“You won’t. Not enough to make the kiss worth passing up. I’m quoting her word for word,” Christian said.

Morag smiled and moved her stool out of the way.

Rob knelt by the side of the bed and gently turned Natália’s head toward him. He pressed his mouth against hers.

That was when Nayara realized she had lingered at the doorway long enough. She had her answer. She straightened and moved out of sight of the intimate scene in the bedroom.

Before she arranged for the transport of the two medical experts and had to face anyone else, she stopped off in Christian’s marvel of a fourteenth century bathroom and washed her face to remove any trace of tears.

* * * * *
 

When he arrived in the security area, Charbonneau immediately felt the uptick in tension since he’d left twelve hours before. He looked around, trying to analyse the cause and realized he knew almost everyone by name. Although he had not made it a mission to meet and get to know everyone at the station, it seemed he’d managed to do just that.

Even Tinker was sitting at a desk, frowning over the controls. Charbonneau went up to the boy. “They pulled you in here, too?”

Tinker shook his head. “Naw, I’m just filing a flight plan with Halfway Traffic Control. Got one of them secret visitors to shuttle over, you know?”

“No, I don’t think I do.”

Tinker grinned. “You should. You were one, seven months ago.”

“I was a secret?”

“Well, they didn’t broadcast who you were and why you were coming, but it’s not like everyone didn’t hear one way or another, anyway.” Tinker stabbed at one of the soft controls with some satisfaction and stood up. “I wouldn’t stick around here, if I were you. They’ll find you a job as soon as you cross your eyes.”

“What’s happening? Do you know?”

“You vamps are a suspicious lot. No-one will tell me.”

“Is your mystery guest part of it?”

“Who knows? I’m just the errand boy. It was a last minute arrangement, though. Which is why I’m stuck here doing flight plans, ‘stead of filing in comfort on Halfway. All I can tell you is his name. Dr. Isingoma
Sophus, from Los Angeles.”

“A medical doctor?”

“I guess. If he’s from Los Angeles, that’s pretty much a lock, ain’t it? Medical capital of the world and all that.”

“A human doctor,” Charbonneau said. “You’re right, that is interesting. There’s no one here for him to treat.”

“There’s Pritti,” Tinker reminded him. “But she ain’t sick.” He shoved his thumb at the terminal screen. “I gotta run.”

“Adieu,” Charbonneau murmured, as Tinker dashed away, his reading board under his arm.

Charbonneau speculated on the mysterious healthcare expert and the unexplained business of the station for a few minutes, staring blankly at the readout screen Tinker had been using. Then he walked over to Brenden’s office and stepped in.

The big man was hunched over his screen, typing with surprising efficiency with his thick fingers.

“This is a bad time,” Brenden said, with the briefest glance up to confirm Charbonneau’s identity. “Hell’s hounds are loose and braying.”

“So I understand,” Charbonneau said mildly. “Justin is resting and I suddenly find myself with nothing to do, which is intolerable. Give me work, Brenden.”

Brenden stopped typing to look at him. “I can’t ask you to make any jumps.”

“I’ve been jumping for months now.”

“No time jumps,” Brenden amended.

“I don’t have the courage to try that without the closest guidance and supervision. Justin is an effective fear-monger.” He grinned. “I suspect he laid it very thick for me, as I was a willing recruit.”

“He did at that,” Brenden agreed.

Charbonneau spread his hands. “I’ve administered extensive household and family estates and run multi-national corporations in my time. Crunching numbers is nothing to me. Neither is routine paperwork. Give me something to do. Give one of your staff a break out there. They’re all looking haggard.” He smiled to take the sting out of it. “So are you.”

“I’m worried,” Brenden growled. “But if it’s work you want, work you’ll have. See Martina out there?” He pointed to a vampire at one of the desks, with screamingly short blonde hair and Chinese tattoos across the back of her neck. “She’s drowning. Get her to tell you what she needs done.”

Charbonneau looked up to where Brenden was pointing and saw, beyond Martina’s shoulder, hurrying along the glassed-in corridor that led to the arrival chambers, a clump of people that included the white-blonde albino, Fahmido, a vampire who had specialized in medical research on vampire physiology and who was the closest thing the world had to a vampire doctor.

* * * * *
 

Nayara stood with her back to the closed door of the bathroom, facing Rob where he sat at the very end of the bench in front of the table. Lee sat next to him.

“It’s going to get very weird for you for a while, Rob,” Nayara said. “We’re going to have to do things for which there won’t be time to give explanations. I’m about to bring strangers tramping in here, too.”

“Do whatever it takes,” he said roughly.

Nayara nodded. “Then here is the first strange thing I must ask of you. The male doctor is a human from our time. Not even vampire. He’s been paid an astonishing amount of money to ask no questions about the patient he must tend to, or the circumstances of her delivery.”

Rob considered this. “He doesn’t know he’s back in the past, does he?”

“He will have very strong suspicions that won’t be confirmed. Time-travel is an accepted fact in our world and doctors are smart people. But he will have no way of telling when he is and he doesn’t know the details of Natália’s conception. I’m running all sorts of risks screwing around with time this way, Rob. I have to minimize the potential damage. Will you help with the deception?”

“My best help will be keeping my lips together,” Rob told her.

Her glance slid over him, from neck to feet. It was done in a flicker of her big green eyes.

Rob rolled his eyes. “I can change, of course. He won’t get clues from my clothes.”

Nayara smiled. “Thank you.”

He stood up. “Just hurry.”

“Hurrying,” she assured him. “There’s a reason I’m guarding this door.”

“They’re on their way?” Rob asked. His heart squeezed.

She cocked her head a little and reached for the latch on the door. “They’re here,” she announced.








Chapter Sixteen
 

When Ryan hurried into security, Charbonneau put down the board he was loading and followed Ryan into Brenden’s office. He entered in time to hear Ryan say, “…in labour.”

“That would be your traveller Natália, then,” Charbonneau said.

Ryan tilted his head, studying him. “You have always listened well. I see you’re also good at putting facts together correctly.”

“Comes from a lifetime of deception.” Charbonneau crossed his arms. “You do know trying to keep a secret on this station is impossible, don’t you? With all the mind-readers, empaths and vampires who are sneaky by experience, if not by nature, you don’t stand a chance.”

“I didn’t think we had imparted mind-reading to you, yet,” Ryan said mildly.

“Not yet, but I don’t need it to figure this one out. Your traveller, Natália, has been stuck in Scotland for unstated reasons and she’s been there long enough for even the most rested and thriving vampire to have started experiencing severe stasis poisoning. People seem to be able to reach her—Nayara, amongst others—but no-one seems to be trying to bring her back.”

Brenden leaned back in the reinforced chair tailored to his big frame and put his boots up on the desk. “How did you know that Nayara is back there?”

“Simple. Ryan said she was, about four weeks ago. And despite being here for nearly eight months now, I’ve yet to meet her, when I’ve met everyone else on the station. Therefore, she’s back there and spending a lot of time back there. She must be returning here purely to rest and let the symbiot recover before going back.” Charbonneau spread his hands. “That might have been enough, but Tinker himself gave me the biggest clue about twenty hours ago. He told me the name of the mystery guest he was ferrying over from Halfway. Thirty seconds on a terminal gave me that man’s biography and resume. An obstetrics specialist.” He shrugged. “I also saw Fahmido heading for the arrival chambers. Hedging your bets, Ryan?”

“She’s there to determine if the baby carries the symbiot, when it’s born.” Ryan glanced at Brenden, who was silently laughing. “He’s quite right, you great barbarian. Nothing is sacred here. You find that funny?”

“Wildly so,” Brenden assured him. He brought his feet back to the floor. “I know how to run a tight ship. We may all know each other’s business inside the station, but I can guarantee nothing gets out.”

Ryan sighed. “Yes, I’ll grant you that.” He waved Charbonneau to a chair. “You might as well stay and listen, now,” he told him. “We have more plots to hatch. Another sneaky mind will be useful.”

* * * * *
 

Rob clutched Natália’s hand as she moaned and arched her back and wished there was a way he could take some of the pain for her. Her hand was papery dry, almost brittle to the touch. He wondered if his grip wasn’t hurting her as well, but she continued to squeeze his hand, so he held on.

He glanced across her body. Lee had hold of Tally’s other hand, while the physician worked between her thighs. Lee translated Tally’s words as needed.

For a while, Lee had been acting as nurse, until the doctor had snapped at him irritably for offering too many suggestions. At that point, Nayara had stepped in, gently pushing Lee down onto the stool where Morag had been crouched and easing Morag into a sterile gown and gloves. Now Morag hovered silently at the doctor’s elbow. Despite her lack of modern medical knowledge, she seemed to be meeting his needs. If she didn’t recognize a technical word, Nayara or Lee were interpreting softly, or pointing to the right tool or implement.

They were the only people in the room, although there were another handful of Nayara’s people in the big room beyond the door.

Tally’s eyes had closed several hours before and had remained shut. That was shortly after the contractions had become distinctly harder and closer together. Lee kept assuring Rob that her mind was still focused. But Rob could see that Lee was worried, anyway.

“She’s nearly fully dilated,” Nayara told him, when the physician spoke. “Soon, now.”

“Does Tally know that?” Rob demanded.

“She can still hear us, Rob,” Lee told him, as Tally’s hand squeezed weakly around his.

“I can see the baby’s head,” Nayara said sharply. She leaned forward to assist the doctor, her attention sharply focused as he began to snap out orders.

Both Nayara and Morag began reaching for and handing the doctor instruments.

Tally’s grip tightened more and more, until her dry fingers and knuckles were white around Rob’s. The tendons in her neck were strained and her lips were parted. With a jolt, Rob realized that perhaps she was trying to scream and could not. He glanced at Lee for reassurance and saw tears on Lee’s face as he stared down at Tally, her hand clutched in both of his.

Agony and dread both speared Rob at the same time, along with overwhelming, dreadful guilt. He had put Tally in this position. If he had not insisted, all those months ago, on pressing his attentions on her, then they would not be here now.

Tally would not be risking death, if not for him.

Lee’s fingers dug into Rob’s shoulder. Hard. A swordsman’s grip, sure and painful. “Tally chose you, Rob,” Lee growled. “I chose you. Don’t you dare try to carry all the responsibility for this.”

Rob tried to pull together his wits. “How did you know?”

“Tally told me,” Lee said. He gave Rob’s shoulder a shake. “You’re trying to let her hand go.”

Rob looked down at his hand. He had uncurled his fingers and had flexed them, trying to force Tally’s shorter fingers to loosen and drop from around his.

He covered her hand in both of his. “Okay,” he said, using Lee and Tally’s word for acceptance. “Okay,” he repeated. “Just live, Tally. Survive this. Then I can, too.”

Lee let go of his shoulder. “She says ‘deal’.”

“Last big push,” Nayara warned. “Natália, you really need to give it all you’ve got, now.”

Rob’s fear bubbled up. In the next few minutes, he would learn if their child would live—could live in this strange world they found themselves in. Then in the few minutes after that, he would have to say goodbye to all three of them.

Rob caught and held Lee’s gaze. He didn’t need to be able to share his mind with Lee’s mind know they were thinking the same thought. Lee’s fear and sadness was written as plain as words on his face.

* * * * *
 

Finally, the three men in Brenden’s office found there was no more planning to be done. Instead, conversation turned to speculation and they began to wait.

And wait.

“You’re watching the arrival chamber alarms, right?” Ryan asked.

Brenden rolled his eyes, all the answer he gave. It made Ryan feel that of the three of them, he was coping the least with the novel idea of waiting for the birth of a child. Despite centuries of living and a vampire’s keen and accurate sense of the passage of time, this short wait was near impossible to tolerate.

Brenden leaned back in his oversized chair, making it creak. “Why do vampires dabble with this pretence at love? Any relationship is damned, even those between vampires. Time has a way of ending all of them. Humans mate to procreate. We don’t have that genetic imperative messing up our lives, but we still insist on sticking our fingers in the socket even though we know it hurts.”

“Is that the Spartan or the cynic that speaks?” Charbonneau asked. “Because it appears that vampires may well be able to procreate, after all.”

“Procreation is a fancy name for creating new individuals of a species,” Ryan said dryly. “Whenever a vampire makes another vampire, they’re procreating. Just because they’re not giving birth doesn’t discount it as a biological regenesis. The race of vampire continues because of a making. Ego, procreation.”

He stood up, to break the dour mood that was settling upon them. “A wager,” he declared. “A wager on the gender and weight of the baby. Let’s look at the positive side of this, shall we?”

Brenden’s scowl lightened. “For how much?” he said, failing to hide his eagerness.

“How much do you want to lose?” Ryan asked.

“I regret I cannot enter such a wager,” Charbonneau said.

“Why not?” Brenden demanded.

“It would not be fair,” the Frenchman replied.

Brenden’s brows lifted, as he absorbed that. “You’re a confident son of a bitch, I’ll give you that. What, too many generations of watching women bear children?”

Charbonneau shook his head, but remained mute. But he was smiling a little, hiding a broader amusement.

Brenden seemed to sense his humour, for he grinned back. “Ah, will you listen to us? We sound like a trio of coddled old maids. You’d think we’ve never before waited for a baby to be born.”

Ryan sat back down again, relaxing. “It’s been a long while. We’re out of practice.”

Charbonneau nodded. “Very rusty indeed,” he agreed. “But it might be something vampires have to get used to again, no?”

* * * * *
 

Rob stared down at the pink, delicate baby asleep on Tally’s chest, feasting on the sight. Remembering it. Time was trickling away with a speed that seemed to be accelerating.

The doctor had been hurried away, his job done. The strange white woman with red eyes had taken their son away for a short while after his birth and then returned him, apparently unharmed. Fahmido, he assumed. The vampire doctor.

Morag and Nayara had cared for Tally, touching her carefully and tending her needs. They had refused to let Lee, the medically trained one, near her. Lee was the only one Tally could reach now and he acted as translator for all.

Rob kissed Tally’s forehead, barely touching her with his lips. He could feel the dryness and thinness of her flesh by that touch and by the feel of her hand in his. He had not let go, not even to hold his son. “You made it, Tally,” he murmured. “He’s a fine boy.”

She looked at him and smiled a little. She seemed to be trying to tell him something.

There was a whirring noise that Rob has swiftly learned to associate with the instruments and machines that Nayara and her crew had brought from the future. He looked up and saw Nayara pulling a device away from her face. She plucked a thin sheet of something from the front of it.

“Handled carefully, this will last you the rest of your life, Rob. But you can never show anyone. They’ll think you’re a witch, at the very least.” She held the sheet out to him and he took it with his spare hand and looked at it.

It was an image of Lee, Tally and the babe exactly as they were grouped right then. And him. He studied the image of himself, fascinated. “This is how I look?” he asked. “All of me?” He had seen his face dozens of times now in the perfectly clear mirror in the bathroom, but never a full representation of himself.

“Yes. This is called a—”

“Photograph,” Rob finished. “I know.” He looked at the instrument in Nayara’s hand. “That has to be a camera, then.”

Nayara grimaced, with a glance at Lee. “You two covered a lot of ground.”

“It was nearly a year I had with them. That’s a lot of talking, amongst other things.” He lowered the photograph to the table, coldness sweeping through him. The great room on the other side of the wall was very quiet. No-one was there, except for Morag. They’d all gone ahead to their own time.

“It’s time, isn’t it?” he said, looking at Lee.

Nayara glanced at Lee. “I’ll go ahead,” she murmured. Then she turned to Rob. “Goodbye, Robert Bruce MacKenzie. I have enjoyed knowing you.” She held out her hand for the modern handshake Lee had taught Rob. Rob made himself take her hand and shake it. Lee had explained that even women shook hands in their time.

Then Nayara leaned forward and touched her lips to Rob’s cheek. “Be happy, Rob. You are very special.”

She turned and hurried from the room, shutting the door behind her.

Lee moved slowly around the bed and Rob could feel coldness gripping his heart, like the deepest aching chill of winter.

“Every minute we wait makes it worse for her, Rob,” Lee said.

“Then go.” He looked down at Tally, who was watching him, tears in her eyes. “We’ve spoke of this many times. We’ve said what needs to be said. Take Tally home for me, Lee. Take care of her.” His voice broke and he stopped.

“And our son, Rob,” Lee finished. His arms came around Rob, warm and hard, and dearly familiar. “I will, with all my heart.”

Rob let himself take comfort for a weak moment. Then he pushed Lee away. “Go,” he said. “You said time was critical. Go.”

“One moment more,” Lee said. He glanced at Tally. “Share this with me, Tally.” Then he kissed Rob, deeply and thoroughly.

It should have been an arousing kiss, as Lee’s kisses always were. But the only thought in Rob’s head was that this was the last kiss he would ever receive from either of them. The hurt the thought delivered wiped out any pleasure the kiss might have imparted.

Lee loosened his hold and moved back, but he didn’t let go of Rob altogether. Rob watched his gaze turn inward for a minute, then re-focus on him. He knew that Lee had just been speaking with Tally. “It’s just you and me,” Lee whispered. “Tally has withdrawn.”

Rob frowned, puzzled.

Lee caught his chin with his long fingers. “Your plan, Rob. Your grand ambition. Remember?”

Rob caught his breath. He had nearly forgotten that long-ago conversation, when Lee had been drunk. Rob nearly laughed at the cock-eyed optimism he’d held then. How had he ever thought he could defeat time itself?

“Don’t ever lose that ambition,” Lee murmured.

“What…?”

Lee leaned close enough that his lips brushed against Rob’s cheek as he spoke right next to his ear. “May fourteenth, twenty-three fifty-nine. Remember it.”

He let Rob go and strode to the bed. “Help me,” he said, his voice rough, as he slid one arm under Tally’s knees.

Shock making Rob’s limbs move like a marionette’s; he stiffly helped lift Tally’s shoulders so Lee could get his arm under her back. Lee lifted her and the baby as one, up into his arms. The movement made Tally’s mouth open in a silent scream of pain.

Rob’s guts twisted at the sight. “Hurry,” he urged.

Lee’s jaw rippled. “Say goodbye to Tally. Quickly.”

Rob touched his lips to hers. “So long, sweet bonnie lass. I love ye with every inch I possess. It’s glad I am ye were mushrooming that day. Take care of our son.” He touched the scrap of red plaid that trailed from the swaddling around the sleeping baby. “If he lives, raise him to do the Bruce clan proud.”

He raised his gaze to Lee’s face. “Teach him everything you know about swordsmanship.”

Lee nodded. A furrow appeared between his brows. “I love you. We love you. We always will.” He leaned forward, as if he was about to jump across the room. Abruptly, they were gone.

Rob was alone in the room. It was very silent.

The cottage was utterly empty.








Chapter Seventeen
 

Brenden looked up from the displays on his desk. “The doctor is back. And Fahmido.”

All three of them rose to their feet and headed for the door. Outside in the main area, everyone was streaming from their desks towards the glassed-in passage that led to the arrival chambers.

“Hi, hi!” Brenden shouted as he stepped from the door of his office. “This won’t do! You can’t all crowd the place with your jostling and questions. Sit down, all of you, back at your posts!”

It was a testament to Brenden’s authority that the stream of people halted and began to reluctantly flow backwards.

Brenden sighed. “You can all watch the security camera feeds,” he said, relenting. “But this could be a genuine medical emergency. You have to give us room.” He glanced at Martina. “You’ve got the codes. Open up the reception area feed to general access. That way, you’ll know as soon as we do.”

Martina nodded and returned to the terminal she’d been sitting at. “I’ll pipe it across the station, if you have no objections?”

“Good idea,” Ryan told her and hurried after Brenden, who was already striding through the door into the passage.

The big reception area that served the three arrival chambers was full of people and equipment that had been hastily hauled out of the chambers to clear the way for anyone else jumping forward.

Brenden strode into the mêlée, placing his hand on various people’s shoulders and sending them out of the area to other duties, or simply back to their quarters or to Security. He was clearing the area of as many people as possible. Most of those who departed took equipment with them and swiftly, the area was reduced to a small handful of people.

Charbonneau was one of them, Ryan noted, but said nothing. It was possible they’d need some swift thinkers in the next few minutes.

The human doctor, Sophus, was hurried away to the other end of the station where Tinker waited in the ferry to ship him back to Halfway and down to Earth. He would be well compensated for his strange assignment and the massive fee was designed to repress any of his natural curiosity. Brenden had insisted that he be shuttled off the station with as little interaction with the residents as possible. There was no point in taking unnecessary risks.

Fahmido faced Ryan and Brenden. “It’s a boy and appears healthy and human. I tested him. He has the symbiot in his blood, but in stasis as was his mother’s.” She shook her head a little. “It is so difficult to judge this matter. A child carries the mother’s blood for several days before his own begins to take over. But with the symbiot already present, I cannot predict what will happen when they get here.”

“They’re coming?” Ryan asked.

“With as much haste as such a parting will allow,” Fahmido replied, with regal grace.

“Thank you, Fahmido.” Ryan waved toward the big, comfortable armchairs against the wall. “Why don’t you relax while we wait? I’m afraid you must stay to inspect the child as soon as they arrive.”

“Of course,” she agreed. She stepped around the equipment that remained and sank into one of the armchairs with a sigh.

A few minutes later, the middle chamber showed an arrival and before Brenden could step forward, the door opened and Nayara stepped out. She held up her hand. “They’re coming, still,” she said, speaking to no one and everyone at once without focusing on anyone in particular. Her voice was strained and Ryan realized that something had upset her deeply. She turned and walked directly toward the corridor that led to her office and private quarters, her head down so no one could see her face.

Everyone silently made way for her.

Ryan watched her disappear, wanting to go after her and find out what had upset her. He had to stay for Tally and Christian’s arrival, though. This was too momentous an occasion for both Agency leaders to be absent.

So he forced himself to turn and watch the displays over the doors of the three big arrival chambers. The readouts indicated if the room was empty, or if people or objects were inside. The doors of each chamber automatically locked a few hours before a scheduled arrival and also during a departure, to prevent outside contamination from spoiling a traveller’s landing marker.

All three chambers showed ready and empty. As Tally’s return was unscheduled and unknown, the rooms remained unlocked but the security observers in the control booth would be watching to ensure no-one entered a chamber unnecessarily.

Ryan realized everyone was watching the read-outs. The reception area had fallen into an unnatural hush and the air seemed to thrum with pressure. He wanted to clear his throat but resisted the impulse. It would be far too loud in this uncanny silence.

The read-outs did not make any noise when they changed, but when the far right chamber’s read-out switched to show that someone was inside, a rustling murmur swept across them.

Brenden strode to the door and put his hand on it. “Fahmido,” he growled, waving her to the door. “The rest of you wait.” He waved Fahmido inside, stepped inside himself and shut the door again. This was as they had planned it. If something went wrong and the baby did not survive the jump, or worse, Natália herself, then there was no need to traumatize the entire station by showing it on the security cameras for all to see. Better that Brenden and Fahmido deal with Natália and her child’s conditions first, then break the news as gently as needed after that.

After a few minutes, Brenden emerged. He was grinning like a schoolboy. “The boy lives,” he announced and threw open the chamber door.

Christian and Tally emerged. Christian was helping Tally along for it would take a while for the symbiot to repair the damage from the stasis poisoning. Tally was alert and mobile, but her eyes were only for the bundle tucked in her arm.

As they moved into the reception area, the few people Brenden had allowed to remain gathered around the two, trying to see for themselves the miraculous child of a vampire.

Ryan hid his smile. Their reactions were very human. There was cooing and sighs and soft little exclamations. Laughter. And the most delicious sound Ryan had ever heard: the baby murmured and chuckled quietly.

Christian moved out of the circle of delight, heading for Ryan where he waited patiently for his turn. He gave Ryan a smile in greeting then halted, his gaze going past him. His eyes widened and his mouth opened. He looked horrified. No, stunned. Shocked beyond speech.

Finally he found his voice. “Rob!” he said.

Ryan whirled, for he was looking behind him.

Charbonneau stood there. His expression was untranslatable, except that Ryan knew he was as emotionally exposed as Christian right now.

Rob. Robert. Tally and Christian’s lover.

Christian stirred and shook himself like he was emerging from a dream. “Rob…sweet Christ!” He moved backwards, not taking his gaze off Charbonneau, barrelling his way through the fringe of people surrounding Tally, scattering them out of the way. He reached for Tally’s sleeve and tugged. Hard.

Tally looked up and her eyes grew very large indeed.

“Tally, my love,” Charbonneau said simply.

Tally tried to speak. Her lips moved, but no sound emerged. Then, very slowly, she began to crumple.

Lee quickly slid his arms under Tally to hold her up.

Charbonneau was just as fast. He leapt—jumped—and was there to catch her and slowly lower her to the ground.

Finally, Tally was cradled in both their arms, the baby between them.

She touched Charbonneau’s face. “Rob,” she breathed. “I can’t encompass how you are here, but you are! You really are!”

He kissed her, softly, as if he understood how fragile she would be right now. “I am here,” he confirmed softly.

Lee gave a low laugh that came out sounding more like a sob than an expression of humour. He was staring at Charbonneau with wonder in his eyes.

Electrified silence had gripped the room as everyone watched this moment play out, but Charbonneau did not seem to care for anything but the woman in his arms and the man before him. “I told ye I’d make it work out, didn’t I?” he told them, his voice suddenly thick with a Scots brogue.

The child between them gurgled and a tiny fist protruded from the folds of cloth. Charbonneau—Rob—reached out to touch his son for the first time.

Ryan pushed his elbow hard into Brenden’s side. “Get rid of everyone that isn’t needed now,” he murmured. “Turn off the feeds. The station has seen enough. Give them their privacy. We’ll figure this all out later.”

“Are you joking, man?” Brenden returned, barely pulling his gaze from the threesome on the floor. “I’ll get the excess bodies out of here, but I’m not turning the feeds off for anyone, including you.”

Ryan blinked.

Brenden continued and Ryan realized he was almost whispering, as if he was afraid of disturbing the pair. “We spend our lives here correcting mistakes and working to avoid others, all with the knowledge that if we get it wrong, we could be destroying life as we know it. This is the best, the most positive thing to happen here since Salathiel made his jump. If you take this happy moment away from them, they’ll skin you alive.” Brenden glanced at him. “And I’ll help them.”

Ryan nodded. “Charbonneau was wrong. You’re not a cynic. I think you’re a closet romantic, my Spartan friend.”

Brenden scowled and crossed his arms. “I think we’d better start calling him Rob. No wonder the man wouldn’t take the wager. He knew the bloody outcome.”

* * * * *
 

The quarters Nayara had hastily found for them were cramped and inadequate, but none of them cared.

Lee shut the door and locked it and turned to look once more at Rob, taking in the fact that he really was sitting on the bed next to Tally, their son’s hand curled around the tip of his finger.

Tally reached up to slide her hand across the neat, short locks on the back of Rob’s neck. “Your beautiful hair,” she murmured. “All gone.”

Rob captured her hand in his and kissed her palm. “It is so wonderful to hear your voice.”

Lee pulled up the chest next to them and sat on it. “I have to hear,” he begged, his hand on Rob’s knee. “I know I said not to give up, but I never dreamed….”

Rob tilted his head to look at Lee. “That it would work? I told you the night you got drunk that I had a plan. You never did believe me, did you?”

Lee glanced at Tally, who wore a small furrow between her brows as she watched them. “I suppose,” he said slowly, “in my bones, I didn’t. I just wished.” He shrugged. “I knew too much. About time, about the odds against you.”

“You knew about the thousand years between you and me, once you went back,” Rob finished.

Lee sighed. “Yes.”

“So why did you give me your arrival date back here, when you left?”

Tally sucked in her breath. “Lee! You didn’t!”

Lee shrugged again. “It worked, didn’t it?” he said simply. “I didn’t know that was what I was supposed to do, but I was.”

Rob nodded. “It was the final key that made my plan work. Without it, I couldn’t have done this.”

“Done what?” Tally demanded. “Now I want to know, too.”

“I travelled to eastern Europe. To Romania.” He smiled at Tally. “Almost as soon as you jumped forward, I left. I gave Morag my cottage and the land. I packed up my horse and went looking for your birth place. It took me three years to find it because maps weren’t plentiful and people were inclined to be suspicious. Travel was damned expensive back then, so I sometimes had to stop and work for a bit to raise cash.”

“Why on earth would you go to Romania?” Tally asked blankly.

“He went looking for vampires. He wanted to find one that would make him,” Lee said.

Rob nodded. “It took me another year and I got run out of a lot of towns and villages for asking satanic questions. But I found one. Well, she found me. She heard I was looking for vampires and was curious to know why.”

Lee stared at him and saw that Tally was also staring, dumbfounded. The baby hiccupped and made a tiny sound. Tally silently rocked him.

“Is she…still with us?” Lee asked carefully.

Rob shook his head. “She’s not with the agency that I know of. She might be passing, somewhere. We lost track of each other a few centuries ago, long before the Censure period.”

“So you can’t say who it is, then,” Tally concluded. “What happened after you were made?”

“I carefully moved into France, to set myself up there and build up a family estate.”

Lee pressed his fingers to his temples. “Charbonneau!” he groaned. “Constant Charbonneau Villeneuve…Je suis un idiot! “ When he looked up, it was Rob who was looking at him with the same stupefied expression Tally had just been wearing.

Lee pointed at Rob. “Charbonneau is your real name,” he said. “’Charbonneau’ is ‘black’—for your black Celt looks. Did the villagers give you that name or did you take it for yourself?”

Rob grinned. “I took it. It seemed fitting.”

“’Constant’ almost needs no translation,” Lee continued. “But it is a play on the English ‘constant’—or steadfast, or ‘always there’, if you really want me to paint the picture. And ‘Villeneuve’ is basically, ‘the new man in the village,’ which the villagers definitely would have given you.” He looked at Tally. “His name is a picture of his origins in France.”

Tally gave a small laugh. “There’s any number of travellers who speak medieval French in the agency, because they have to do that Marie Antoinette run. You’d have thought they’d have figured that one out and wondered about you, Rob.”

“I’ve been resisting pressure for weeks,” Rob admitted. “I wouldn’t share my motives for wanting to join the agency after passing silently in France for generations. It was starting to bother them.” He leaned over with his other hand and stroked her cheek with his thumb. Lee heard her catch her breath. “Soft, again,” Rob murmured, with a tone of wonder.

“But not warm,” Tally said sadly.

“Neither am I,” Rob reminded her. He cupped her cheek. “I’ll take ye either way, Tally, my love.”

“But why France?” Lee insisted.

Rob turned to look at Lee and rolled his eyes. “You jest, mon amant?”

Tally giggled. “That’s your fault, too, Lee.”

“Too?” Lee said, aggrieved.

“You told Rob there were no vampires you knew of who had come out of France. God knows, we’ve all got tired of doing that awful jump back to England and then across the channel.”

“He told me more than either of you realize,” Rob added. “From words you had used and extrapolating from those words, I knew there would be a revolution, and that most of France’s royalty would be destroyed, so I knew I had to set myself up as a landed commoner, not true blue-blood, and that I had to stay aloof from the crown until the crown disappeared. I even knew there would be two world wars that would decimate the country sometime after that. I knew about the Censure from hints you’d given. Those four events were enough for me to navigate past most of the major crises that a rich, landed Frenchman might face over a thousand years or so. By staying in France and out of contact with any other vampires, I built up a personal history there. It’s what made me so attractive to the agency as a traveller, when I finally made contact at the beginning of this year. I knew Tally would have already travelled back to Scotland. I was right, the agency tripped over themselves to pull me in. I just had to make sure I didn’t meet you, Lee, before you left—but I knew I wouldn’t, because you didn’t know me when you met me back in the past.”

Lee wrinkled his brow. “Christ, it’s a wonder your brain isn’t twisted like a Celtic knot after working this one through. I’d have a headache if I were in my human form.”

“I had a thousand years to figure it out,” Rob said placidly. “Ten centuries to iron out the wrinkles and anticipate snags.” He reached out to pick up Lee’s hand and Tally’s. “And think about this moment.”

Tally looked down at the baby in her arms. “He’s asleep at last,” she murmured. She handed him over to Rob. “Put him in the basket, hmm?”

Rob looked down at the tiny baby in his arms, clearly startled. Tally got to her feet, while Rob stared down at the baby.

“We need a name for him,” Lee said. “Perhaps, as you have such a facility for names, we should leave it to you to come up with a short list,” he told Rob.

Rob nodded, his gaze on the baby as he lay him in the basket.

“That’s a first,” Tally said. “Taking my clothes off usually rivets your attention upon me.”

They both looked up, startled. Tally stood at the foot of the bed, wearing stockings and garters and a diminutive silk and lace something the colour of ripe peaches that seemed to show far more flesh than it hid.

Lee found himself next to Tally, with no clear memory of crossing the floor. He had been focused more fully on Tally’s exotic appearance and the promise in her eyes.

Rob reached her at the same time, but his hands as he went to lay them on her waist were shaking badly.

“Rob,” Lee whispered, alarmed.

“It’s adrenaline breaking through,” Rob said. “Pay it no mind. It’ll pass. For you, it’s only been a few days. For me, this moment has been over a thousand years coming.” His hand settled on her waist and he sighed and rested his head against hers.

Lee wrapped his arms about both of them. “A year ago I would never have dreamed I would be able to this. Not here and now. Not with either of you. Who said all vampires were cursed?”

“We’re not,” Tally replied. “Not anymore. Thanks to Rob.”

“Thanks to you two,” Rob said, “I have lived a very long, interesting life and found love waiting for me just where I left it. And we have a son that lives. No, we’re not cursed in the slightest.”

He kissed them, the first of many more.
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Can they love again? Is it too late?



Nayara Ybarra and Ryan Deasmhumhain are the most powerful vampires known to humans in the 23rd century. They lead the Chronometric Preservation Agency, welded together yet divided by grief that won't heal, their lives on hold. Vampires have lived apart from humans in the two hundred years since Nayara and Ryan jumped back in time and killed their lover, Salathiel, to halt the time wave that was destroying humanity and vampires.  Now, Càel Stelios, Worlds Assembly member, intends to make humans like vampires any way he can. He knows the vampires must become allies. Their unique strengths and abilities will help humans in the coming battle against the raging psi and their psychotic leader, Gabriel.



While he wages his political and social campaign he hides his true ambitions: to win Nayara and Ryan for himself.  But despite being politically powerful, rich, smart and sexually potent, Stelios has an overwhelming disadvantage:  He's human. “No” is not a word he accepts without a fight, however.  The psi-filers and Gabriel have plans, though, that will make fighting very real and bloody indeed...



WARNING:  This book contains two hot, sexy alpha heroes, frequent, explicit and frank sex scenes and sexual language.

It includes heart-stopping sexual scenes between the aforementioned sexy heroes, menage scenes, and anal sex. 
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No vampires were harmed in the making of this novel.
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