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Can they love again? Is it too late?



Nayara Ybarra is one of the most powerful vampires alive in the 23rd century. Ryan Deasmhumhain is the other. Ryan and Nayara, former lovers, head the Chronometric Conservation Agency, welded together yet held apart by grief that won’t heal, their lives on hold. 



Cáel Stelios is intrigued by the pair, but despite being politically powerful, rich, smart and sexually potent, Stelios has a 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...
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Chapter One
 

Spetsopoula. Private island in the Aegean, 70km from Athens, Greece. 2263 A.D.

Even in the twenty-third century, Christos was intimidating. Cáel Stelios looked up at the man standing in his private study and wondered what the Persians had made of the giant before them when they had faced him on the field of battle, for when Brendan Christos had stood amongst the ranks of his Spartan brothers three centuries ago, he would have stood a head and shoulders above most of them.

Stelios didn’t offer a drink, or a chair. “Do you know why you’re here, Christos?”

“You ordered me to report to you on the double. I reported,” Christos growled. Despite being nearly three thousand years old, Christos looked like any modern Greek man. Dark eyes, dark unruly hair and a chin dark with growth, along with the pale olive skin of his heritage. He was just big. In scale, height and in muscles.

“You didn’t jump here on the double,” Stelios observed. “I sent my request six hours ago. You people have the ability to arrive anywhere around the world virtually instantaneously, do you not?”

Christos’ jaw rippled and his eyes narrowed. “If we know where we’re jumping to. I know Athens well enough and we have an agency there with a secure arrival chamber. The helo flight from Athens is what took up the extra time.” His gaze flickered over Stelios. “Next time, if you want me here faster you should be somewhere I know better. We don’t jump blind, not even for the likes of you.”

Stelios rubbed his jaw, feeling bristles under his fingers. He had traded time zones three times already this day and it was catching up with him. Unlike the vampire standing in front of him, he didn’t have the ability to jump through space or time. He had to use the g-trains or semi-ballistic, or beg a ride from the vampires themselves and he didn’t like to abuse that privilege. It was one few humans got to enjoy. 

“I’ll bear that limitation in mind in the future,” he said mildly. He slid his fingers over the soft controls on his desk top to bring up the window shielding. As the glare from the sun dropped down to a dim twilight, he pointed behind Christos toward the projector embedded in the wall opposite his desk. 

Christos looked down as the images played out on Stelios’ desktop in perfect scale replicas. It was a silent piece of video. The camera had been too far away to capture sound as well. But the three dimensional focus of the lens had caught crystal clear images.

Christos looked even bigger next to the petite brunette he was talking to. They were standing outside the back of a rundown building that looked like it was made of old concrete, with pipes running up the outside and unpolarized, non-generating windows smeared with dirt and posters in a language that Stelios didn’t recognize plastered over the glass. The building was clearly abandoned.

The girl was painfully young and human in appearance. She looked cold, for her breath escaped in frosty exhalation and her cheeks wore twin slashes of pink. She had a bright white beret perched on the back of her straight, long black hair. She wore fingerless gloves and a short pea coat in a mulberry colour. But despite the cold, she was standing stock-still on the ancient paving stones, staring up at Christos as he spoke. Her eyes were wide. Trusting.

It was some sort of hypnotic trance, induced by mental domination, Stelios knew, for he had seen this clip more than once.

Christos—the one standing in the room with Stelios and watching the clip—made a small sound. Something like a choking cough. Shock? Surprise? Horror? He stared down at the figures on the desktop, his expression mixed. He wasn’t a happy man.

Stelios let the clip play on. The Christos in the clip leaned forward in a snake-quick movement, almost too fast for the camera to capture. His mouth battened onto the girl’s neck just above the open collar of the coat. 

And he fed.

The blood dripped onto the girl’s sweater, staining it, as she stood docile and let Christos sup as he wished.

“Turn it off,” Christos muttered.

Stelios didn’t move. He let the images complete the dance. The vampire finished his business then stood back and gazed into the human’s eyes and spoke to her. She kept watching him, unblinking. She nodded, her wide eyes almost vacant.

Christos shifted uneasily on his feet, then moved away, toward the windows. He looked out across the dimmed view of the Aegean, letting Stelios watch the end of the clip alone.

“You brought me here to blackmail me, human?” Christos asked, his voice low. Dangerously low, Stelios realized and he was very glad he had no evil intentions toward the big vampire.

“You’re the head of security for the Chronologic Conservation Agency,” Stelios replied. “Aren’t you even a little bit concerned about where I got this?”

Christos turned to face Stelios. His expression was calm. “Concerned isn’t the word I would use, Assemblyman. But you aren’t going to tell me where you got it and it’s not where you got it that worries me. That it exists at all bothers me.”

Stelios nodded. “We agree on that, at least.” He turned the projector off. “But the clip is evidence of a vampire feeding from a human who may or may not be unwilling—at the very least, her will has been suspended, because you used psi techniques to by-pass it. Then you scrubbed her memory, using psi techniques again. All caught by the camera.” Stelios grimaced. “Released among the news nets, that clip will cause an uproar. It will raise all the old vampire rights issues again.”

“I know that,” Christos growled.

“They’ll start talking about controlling vampires again,” Stelios added.

Christos’s brows wrinkled. “How about you get to the point I don’t know? Like, what is it you really want from me? You didn’t drag me here to lecture me on politics. That’s Ryan’s job, as my superior. If anyone gets to chew me out, he does. So pass your complaint on to him and get on with it. I’ve got work to do back at the station.”

Stelios grinned. Christos was cool in a crunch. Well, he’d survived for centuries, so this little crisis would barely raise his pulse. To Christos, Stelios would be nothing more than a petty human annoyance.

“Fair enough,” Stelios said. He opened the drawer of his desk and pulled out his reading board and threw it at Christos, who caught it one-handed. “The top document...book, I suppose. I had it commissioned several weeks ago and it was delivered last week. I’ve read it. It took me all week.”

Christos turned the board on and thumbed his way through the book. “There’s...fuck, there’s thousands of pages here!” He looked up at Stelios. “Did you sleep at all?”

“Not much. What I was reading gave me nightmares anyway.” Stelios grimaced and sat on the edge of his desk. 

Christos frowned as he flipped through more of the book. “Why’n hell would you want to read something like this?” he asked.

“I have to work with them,” Stelios said. “I wanted to know them better and they weren’t about to tell me themselves.”

Christos snorted. “You don’t have a few years to spare for the telling, human.”

Stelios turned and poured himself an ouzo on ice from the supplies in the refrigerated cupboard. He held up the bottle. “I’d offer you one, Spartan, but...”

Christos tilted his head. “I’m not sure I’d take one from you, anyway. Not yet.”

Stelios tossed back the shot and poured again. “You know them. Better than perhaps anyone else in the world.”

“No one knows that pair well.” Christos placed the board back on the desk gently. “This research is just dates, facts. Timelines.”

“Exactly,” Stelios said. “It’s probably the first time those dates have ever been pulled together, but it’s still just resumes.” He sat on his desk again. “Ryan Deasmhumhain and Nayara Ybarra are both over two thousand years old. Together they run the most powerful vampire organization in the world. And nobody knows anything about them. You’re the closest to an expert on them.”

“I’m not an expert.” Christos crossed his arms over his great chest. “I’m a friend. And this friend is wondering why you’re so damned curious about them.”

Stelios put his hand on the reading board. “I’ve been working with them for weeks, Brendan. I can’t figure them out. And I can’t get anywhere with them if I don’t understand them. We’re going to be working together more in the future. I need to know how their minds work.”

“You do, huh?” Christos grinned. “You’re a lying sack of Greek shit, Stelios.”

Stelios drained his glass. “Am I?”

Christos jerked his thumb over his shoulder. Toward Athens. “I’m not one of your voters, Assemblyman. I don’t get a vote, remember? I’m not allowed to vote, because I’ve been around too long, and I know you’re laying it on thick enough to choke a lamb to death.” He pointed to the board. “You’ve read that and you’ve been up to the station and working with Ryan and Nayara for weeks, on and off. You’re a smart man, Stelios. You’ve already got more than half a picture about them by now. I know that because Ryan hasn’t gelded you, they haven’t drawn your blood and Nayara hasn’t tossed you out of the nearest airlock. You’ve figured them out enough to get along with them in all that time. So what do you really want?”

Stelios felt the sudden urge for another drink. He cleared his throat and moved around the desk, back to the chilled cabinet. 

Christos made a breathy sound behind him. Then: “No...! Tell me you don’t really hold some sort of...” Then he heard Christos laugh, low and long.

Stelios busied himself pouring the drink. By the time the drink was ready, his face was under control and Christos was silent once more. Stelios returned to the desk, staying on this side of it. He looked Christos in the eye. 

Christos had the grace to not laugh again. But he was smiling. “Man, you aim high,” he said simply. “Which one?”

“Does it matter?” Stelios asked, glad to hear his voice emerge evenly.

Christos considered and shook his head. “In the end, no. You’ll never get either of them. They’re welded together, those two.”

“They’re not together romantically. Not anymore,” Stelios pointed out. 

“Not since Salathiel died,” Christos agreed. He stepped up to the other side of the desk. “Got another one of those in that bottle?” he asked, indicating Stelios’ drink.

Surprised, Stelios nodded. He turned and poured another drink into a fresh glass, added ice and pushed it over the desk toward the Spartan. Christos lifted it and sniffed appreciatively. The glass looked diminutive in his big hand. “Aahh. Brings back memories,” he growled. He looked Stelios in the eye. “Now we have the measure of each other, human. I know what you want.”

“What do I want?” Stelios asked curiously.

“You want the key to unlocking them.”

Stelios considered that. “An odd way to put it, but appropriate.” He drained his drink, considered getting another one but didn’t move. “Of course, this stays between you and me.”

Christos smiled. “Just like that nasty little clip stays between you and me, right? I told you I had the measure of you now.” He swirled the glass so the ice circled and made a musical tinkling sound, but made no move to drink the ouzo. Instead, he raised the glass again and carefully inhaled.

Stelios waited him out. The cards were all face up on the table now. He could afford to let Christos take his time reaching the point he was clearly about to make. Stelios moved back around the desk and settled his butt back on the edge of it once more.

Christos put the glass down on the desk, dipped one big finger into the ouzo and licked it. He sighed. “Good stuff,” he judged and stepped back. 

“Tell me why Ryan and Nayara are so welded together,” Stelios coaxed. “Salathiel died over two hundred years ago and they separated after that.”

“Physically, yes.” Christos crossed his arms. “Your problem is, you’re thinking in human terms. You have to start thinking like a vampire if you want to understand them.”

Stelios leaned back on his arms, feeling the weariness of a long day that was far from over pulling at his muscles and mind. “Explain it to me, then.”

Christos stared at him, like he was more than slightly mad. Then he rolled his eyes. “They were with Salathiel for hundreds of years. Hundreds. You don’t walk away from that and just...walk away. Not when you have perfect memories like we do. You humans, you heal. You forget.” Christos pointed to the reading board. “Neither of them get to forget any of that. They remember all of it every time they look at each other.”

Stelios recalled some of the blood and pain and drama he had discovered in the hundreds of pages of dry facts and dates and footnotes of speculation the researcher had compiled for him. His heart had skipped along uneasily just reading the data. What did it do to those who had lived through it, then remembered it perfectly every time?

“Why are they still together?” he asked. “Why do they stay where they remind each other?”

“That’s your key,” Christos said. “You answer that, you get what you want.”

“What is the answer?”

Christos lifted his shoulders in a huge shrug. “You think I know? I just work with them.”

Stelios swore and stood up. “Then this interview has been a waste of time.”

“If you insist,” Christos replied evenly. “But now we know where we stand.” He grinned. “And time has an impact on everything. You just don’t have the long term perspective to appreciate how it can change the future, human.”

* * * * *
 

The Chronometric Conservation Agency near-Earth satellite station. 8 hours later.

The next time Ryan checked Brenden’s office, the Spartan was there. Ryan tapped on the glassed-in walls, then pushed the door open. “You disappeared. I was going to suggest a trip back to New Orleans.”

Brenden grimaced. “Sorry. The Athens office had a security issue. Had to drop everything and jump.”

“Yeah, I know. Irene said you’d jumped to Greece. I figured you’d gone back for some ouzo and olives, but she said it was a contemporary jump.” Ryan shrugged. “Next time I have five minutes to spare, perhaps?”

Brenden frowned. “Perhaps.” He jerked his chin at Ryan. “I heard you were locked up with that human all morning. The politician.”

“Stelios?”

“That’s the bastard.” Brenden stabbed at his desk controls. “Better you than me. Fucking humans. Add politics into the mix and they’re twice as shifty. Don’t know how you stand it. He’s worse. He’s Worlds Assembly. I hear he’s tight with Shun.”

Ryan could feel his mouth lifting involuntarily at this litany of Cáel’s woes. “He’s not all that bad,” he said. “He doesn’t like Shun any more than you do. And he’s Greek and drinks ouzo, so he’s not completely beyond redemption.”

Brenden raised a single brow. “He doesn’t drink your fine Irish malt, then?” he asked, sounding like he was ready to be completely insulted all over again, this time on Ryan’s behalf.

Ryan hesitated. “I’ve not taken him back to New Orleans.”

“Then you’ve no idea if he’s a proper drinking man or not, do you?” Brenden pointed out, sounding almost prim.

“Oh, he can drink,” Ryan assured Brenden and let the office door shut itself, so that Brenden could get back to work. 

He made his way back to his office, wondering how Stelios would handle a fifth of 100-proof Irish malt, especially the way they served it in New Orleans. It had tested the endurance of many a good man before and found them wanting.

It would be interesting to see Cáel’s reaction to the stuff. 

One day. Maybe. He just didn’t know the man well enough to invite him back. Not yet. Cáel was an interesting human, but the huge divide between human and vampire Cáel had yet to become even aware of, yet alone begin to bridge.

Ryan dismissed the human from his mind and hurried to his office. There were far more interesting matters to occupy his mind that one simple human.






  










 

Chapter Two
 

Ryan found Nayara waiting for him in his office—but it might have been Nayara from out of his memories. She stood at the armoured glass windows, staring at the darkside of Earth, where South America had all but disappeared, the blank expanse of the Pacific Ocean stretched like a dark negative space across the view and Europe took up the horizon.

She was wearing a long white robe with a richly embroidered hem that swept the floor. The simple robe was pulled in around her waist by a jewel-encrusted belt and over the top of the robe, around her shoulders, lay another brightly coloured and embroidered length of cloth. A mantle. It would have been covering her glowing red hair, but she had dropped it down around the back of her neck. Her hair was elaborately coiled and curled and held in place with clips embellished with more jewels. A cuff of gold encircled her wrist and rings adorned her fingers.

She turned to glance at Ryan as he entered and he saw that her eyes were made up with dark kohl and powder.

This was Nayara as he had first met her. A rich, beautiful upper class citizen of Constantinople and one of the most sought-after women in the city. She had fielded dozens of marriage proposals each year, until her constant company with Ryan and Salathiel had made it clear that she would never marry.

“You have been back to Constantinople?” Ryan asked, surprised. He and Nayara were the only two travellers in the agency that knew the time markers for the city, but neither of them voluntarily jumped back there. He certainly did not. The memories were too painful. He was glad the city and the time period were not one of the more popular ones. They were rarely forced to take a traveller back there.

“Rome,” Nayara replied. “A quick shopping trip for the costume and props department.”

The wardrobe department could and did manufacture most of the clothes and accessories the travellers and their companions wore, but the items were modelled on authentic fashions, which sometimes had to be fetched from the past, along with notes and observations on the wearing and use of the items. Rome and that era were familiar enough to Nayara that she could barter and observe accurately. She also knew ancient Latin well enough to pass as a high-born native.

“And how was Rome?” Ryan asked.

“Crowded,” Nayara replied, turning to gaze out the window again.

Ryan stepped to her side and stared out the window, too. He let the silence grow for a few moments. “It’s still turning, then?” he asked.

Nayara glanced at him and grimaced. “I’m sorry. I have something on my mind.”

“I can tell.”

She sighed. “I’m not even sure what it is that is bothering me.”

“Something about Rome?”

She shook her head and looked out the window at Earth as it slowly rotated, always displaying its mysterious dark side, with the marvellous display of light clusters showing where humans congregated in small and larger numbers. The thickly congested Mediterranean basin was just appearing, with its vaguely kidney-shaped sea, surrounded by globules of intense concentrations of light that almost glowed.

It could be hypnotic, watching Earth spin and tell its tale of humanity.

Ryan deliberately turned his back on the window and faced Nayara instead. “Something about Charbonneau—Rob, I mean? And Christian and Tally? The baby?”

Their brand new family—family... Ryan kept pausing to savour the word in his head, even though he could barely speak it aloud because it still seemed so unnatural. The first real family amongst the vampires was one of Nayara’s pet projects. 

Ryan wasn’t sure if Nayara or Brenden was the oldest vampire in the Agency, because Nayara had never revealed her real birthdate. Ryan only suspected she might be older than anyone guessed. But if she was the oldest, then it seemed fitting that she supervise the care of the youngest among them.

“They’re fine, Ryan,” she said, her voice soft and gentle with a warmth he rarely heard. The warmth, the caring, made him mentally catch his breath. He forced himself to remain casual and not react to it. The caring was not directed toward him, he knew that. He curled his fingers in so they bit into the reinforced plasma steel of the wall beneath the ledge he was leaning against.

“Something about the station?” he prompted. This systematic probing was an old game for them. Nayara’s memories and responsibilities stretched so far and her mind could make such nebulous connections, that forcing those far-flung connections to the surface sometimes took concerted, organized effort. Ryan had learned never to ignore Nayara when she was troubled. It was not simply a mood or a passing moment. Nayara meant exactly what she said: something deep in her subconscious was tickling, trying to speak to her and she needed help to pull the offending matter out into the open.

It was a game that only the two of them knew about. To everyone else, Nayara was always placid and optimistic, as she dealt with the myriad responsibilities of the station with what looked like little concern or trouble.

Ryan suspected that perhaps only two people still living had ever seen Nayara lose her cool. He was one of them and he suspected Brenden may be another. If there was anyone else alive who had seen Nayara’s white hot temper let loose, they were as silent about it as Brenden was.

“It’s not the station,” Nayara said slowly. “Not exactly.”

“Indirectly, then,” Ryan said. “Something outside the station that is affecting us? Well, that’s a long and distinguished list, these days.”

Nayara gave him a ghost of a smile. Her eyes, so exotically big and slightly almond shaped, were simply beautiful. Especially with the thick fringe of lashes that bordered them. The kohl enhanced them in a way that made them very hard to ignore.

In the space of a heartbeat, but for what felt like much longer, memories crashed through into the forefront of his consciousness. Memories that he usually managed to keep locked safely away. Forbidden memories, of Nayara’s eyes locked on his as he made love to her, driving into her as Nayara begged him for more, harder, faster, in a strained, desperate voice.

So many moments of love and sex. Tender ones. Raw, lusty ones.

Nayara’s gaze catching his across a hundred rooms, a thousand spaces, over hundreds of years, her expression varying from amusement, to horror, to warning of imminent danger...to the one he remembered best: open love.

Ryan realized he was staring at her and yanked his gaze away. “Something to do with the station?” he repeated, as he stared at the floor and worked to contain his heart rate and bring it back to a quieter mode.

“I’m not sure,” Nayara replied. Her shoulders lifted a little, shifting the gauzy mantle. “Perhaps if I leave it alone, it will come to me.”

“When it’s too late, perhaps,” Ryan replied. “Tell me what you’ve been doing these last two days. Maybe something you’ve done, or someone you’ve spoken to has triggered an internal alarm for you.”

Nayara tilted her head and turned to look at him, smiling properly. “You won’t give up now, will you?”

Ryan found himself smiling back. “No.”

Nayara gave a small laugh. “Very well then. I consulted with Fahmido and Natália on the six week review of Jack and—”

“’Jack’?” Ryan repeated.

Nayara’s smile widened even more. “It’s a perfectly fine name, Ryan.”

He shook his head. “I wasn’t aware they’d even named the boy. How exactly did they settle the naming issue, in end?” 

With two fathers, both determined to leave their bloodline stamped on the boy by name, if not by genetics, the child had gone nameless for weeks as the debate had raged around him. Neither father had been willing to compromise.

Nayara gave a soft laugh. “Rob and Christian gave the name to Tally, of course. I pointed out that the boy, when he grew, would earn his own name, just as Rob is already earning his name—”

“Which is?” Ryan asked curiously. Damn, but he had been out of the operational side of the agency for too long. He’d been too busy playing politics with humans. He needed to plug back in. 

“Half the agency is still used to calling Rob ‘Charbonneau’ and Christian and all the French speakers around here have pointed out that the people in the village where he first settled would have given him the name, because of his looks.”

Ryan ran his hand over his own cropped mane of hair. “Black Celtic. It comes with the genes.” Then he rolled his eyes. “Hell, no. Not ‘Black Robert,’ surely?”

Nayara grinned. It was an impish expression, for her. One she rarely showed. 

“Makes him sound like a pirate,” Ryan complained.

“It suits him better than Charbonneau,” Nayara replied. “He really doesn’t look all that French.”

“When you thought he was French, you didn’t think that,” Ryan pointed out. 

Nayara rolled her eyes. “Anyway, Jack Robert Constantine Talison is thriving and growing, thank you.”

Ryan absorbed the different parts of the boy’s name and realized he was smiling. “Jack is one of Christian’s names, I remember. Jackson Hamilton, I think. Robert is Rob’s, Constantine is for when Rob was Constant Charbonneau Villeneuve and the family name is Tally’s.” He chuckled. “They covered everything.”

Nayara nodded. “But that isn’t the thing that is bothering me. It was good news that Fahmido provided.”

“So what did you do next?”

Nayara shrugged. “The usual. Appointments, tasks, troubleshooting, calls, meet—” And she stopped, her lips parting and her eyes taking on a far-away glaze.

“What is it?” Ryan nudged gently.

Nayara blinked, her gaze refocusing on him. “I...it’s...nothing, Ryan.”

“What thought just occurred to you?”

She gave another tiny shrug. “Nothing.”

Ryan sat his full weight on the window ledge and crossed his arms. “You’re not really going to try lying to me, are you?”

He watched her hesitate and realized she was weighing up doing exactly that: lying to him. Stunned, he wondered what it was she was considering hiding from him.

“Give, Nayara. Now I know you’ve remembered, I’ll dig it out of you with whatever tools I can think to use, if I have to,” he warned her. “Especially if I think the station is in danger. You’ve already suggested it might be.”

“No,” she said quickly. “It’s not. Not at all. It’s just the opposite. I’ve remembered and it’s stupid. It’s actually embarrassing. It’s personal.” She bit her lip, glanced at him, then her glance skittered away and he realized that she really was feeling awkward.

“Since when could you not tell me anything?” he asked.

Her gaze swung back to meet his eyes squarely and she just looked at him. No coyness. There was challenge there. 

Suddenly, Ryan realized what she would not share. His gut tightened. “You like someone,” he said, fighting to keep his expression neutral.

“I don’t know if I like them. I barely know them outside of business,” she said and Ryan could see she was picking her words with care. “Sometimes I find them most irritating.” She frowned.

“Do you at least want to give me the gender so you don’t have to keep circling around the pronoun?” Ryan asked.

Nayara’s smile was wise. “And so you can build fantasies around me? Hoping it is a woman, Ryan?”

Hating it’s anyone at all, he thought. He made himself smile. “Why not?”

“Letch,” Nayara chided him. Her frown came back. 

“What?” he asked.

“I may even have imagined it,” she said. “The reaction, that is.”

Ryan found himself straightening up as he put the bits and hints she had given him together. “Wait...wait. This isn’t someone you like. Well, you might like them. It’s someone you think likes you. Or is...what, making a move on you?” He lifted a brow. “Hitting on you? Someone has guts.”

The crease between her brow deepened a little. “I’m not sure they had seduction in mind, Ryan. It was incredibly subtle. And subtle isn’t something I would usually associate with this person.”

Who has she been meeting with the last two days? Ryan made a mental note to find out as soon as possible. Who was it that had flummoxed her? He hadn’t seen her so unsure of herself in years.

“So you think you may have been misreading the situation?” he coaxed.

“Possibly.”

“You weren’t,” Ryan said flatly. 

Nayara simply looked at him, waiting for him to explain himself.

Ryan shrugged. “At the level we work and the sort of people we deal with, they don’t accidentally let slip anything. Everything they do, subtle or not, is planned and deliberate. They’ve had training and years and years of experience at hints and gestures and timing. Whoever this joker is, they meant to leave you with exactly the impression you got.”

Nayara was back to frowning again. “They meant to leave me confused?”

Ryan shook his head. “They left you thinking about possibilities. Potentials. And they’re going to leave you stewing about it for a while before they follow up with their next gambit.”

“Which will be?” Nayara asked. Ryan was the politician, the strategist. Nayara always bowed to his expertise when it came to this sort of game-playing.

“They’ll give you the perfect opening and wait for you to make the next move. To commit yourself by showing interest.” Ryan shook his head. “Gutsy. They’re obviously very good at this. They have to know you and I would talk about it and that I would figure this out. They have to know I would warn you and if they know you at all, they know your standard reaction would likely be to take their head off, symbolically, if not literally. But they’re still making a move anyway.”

Nayara’s frown deepened. “I can’t take his head off,” she said simply. “He knows that.”

“He? So it’s a man I have to castrate.”

“You can’t touch him either,” Nayara replied quickly.

“Why not?” Ryan had a sudden thought. “Hell, it’s not Cáel Stelios, is it?”

Nayara rolled her eyes. “Are you joking? He’s more likely to hit me up for our best ouzo than a date. Besides, his style isn’t at all subtle. Do you remember his attempt to get my comm number the first time he met me?”

Ryan grinned. “Wounded bulls have more finesse. My mistake. I know he’s attracted to you...but most men with a pulse are.”

Nayara gave him a soft smile. Then she pulled the mantle closer around her shoulders. “So the best way to deal with this other man, you think, is simply to ignore the opening when he offers it?”

“Only if that is what you want to do,” Ryan replied. He fought to keep his tone non-judgemental.

Nayara considered the matter, her head tilted to one side just a little. Ryan didn’t let the slightly innocent posture fool him. She was a world-class analyst. Just because he was better at political strategy didn’t mean she was a lousy judge of people. She had to be good. She ran this station and an entire Agency of miscreants and rugged individualists, who had spent centuries, if not millennia, going their own way. Despite that, the Agency ran like a well-oiled pocket watch.

Nayara touched Ryan’s shoulder. Her touch was light. Comradely. Nevertheless, he could feel the impact right down to his toes. He caught his breath, then drew in another lungful of air, hiding his reaction.

“Thank you for helping me,” she said softly.

She wasn’t going to tell him what her decision was, he realized.

Who was this jerk that was screwing with her peace of mind? He’d rip him a new throat. His incisors descended at the thought and Ryan had to calm himself to make them retract. He nodded at Nayara. “No problems,” he lied. 

She floated across the floor toward her office door, the one that interconnected with his own. At least, she seemed to float. The elegant floor-length tunic hid the motion of her feet and she was naturally graceful, so she seemed to glide right across the floor.

Ryan sighed and this time he let himself breathe it out, along with all his frustration and anger, trying to let it all go.

 Who was the bastard?

He watched Nayara’s door shut behind her as he had so many times before, then turned on his heel and strode toward his private quarters to change. New Orleans and the bottle of 100-proof whiskey with his name on it was suddenly the place he longed to be. No one would miss him for the five minutes he would be gone from here. And he could spend three weeks there, if he needed to, drinking the nameless asshole out of his system and from his imagination. 

Irish malt had never let him down before, when he desperately needed to forget.

Then he could get on with his day.

Finally.






  











Chapter Three
 

The day had started bad and it swiftly got worse.

Nayara’s days generally extended for fifteen or twenty hours, or sometimes she simply kept working as the days blended one into the other. She had a genuine advantage over humans with their need for food, sleep and relaxation every few hours or so. The only real clock she had to take notice of was the need to feed and these days, that demand raised itself with diminishing regularity because she had learned how to make her feedings more efficient and her body had adapted to the fuel source, too.

If her symbiot did not call for blood, she could theoretically keep working forever and not feel fatigue or lose concentration. So while her human counterparts slept, she could catch up or by-pass them altogether. When the humans awoke and returned to their offices, she could present completed work while they were just getting started.

It took all that time and all those advantages to keep the station running. In the last fifty years or so, the demands upon the Agency had increased astronomically, as vampires and the work they did were accepted into society and the old prejudices died away. 

Nayara had always worked alone, without need for assistants and flunkies, but lately she had begun to wonder if an executive assistant might not be a useful thing to have.

The only problem with that was finding a vampire who didn’t want to travel. Vampires were drawn to the Agency by the one overwhelming perk: time travel. To become a member of the agency and not travel... Such a vampire might be impossible to find.

After changing out of her Roman patrician clothing and returning it to the wardrobe department, Nayara had headed back to her office, already dealing with a dozen different messages and communications via her personal implant. On the way through the station she was stopped half-a-dozen times by people asking questions that only she could answer and dealt with them on the spot. By the time she walked in the door to her office, her to-do list had extended by another four items.

She walked straight over to the window, to look out at Earth’s darkside. The Atlantic was on display. A black blanket of nothing.

With an impatient mental shove, she turned off her personal communications. The incessant buzz was too much for right now. Just for a moment, she wanted to think.

Her public door chimed.

Nayara ignored it.

Today, more than usual, she was feeling the weight of all the years behind her. Not even Ryan knew just how many she bore. She had always hidden her real age from Ryan because she knew him too well. He would be shocked and he would feel intimidated if he knew. After a while he would grow to resent her years and feel that somehow she was superior to him. 

It was a vampire thing, to judge by how long a vampire had walked the earth and consider a vampire greater or lesser because of it. Nayara had always considered it a particularly stupid measure of a vampire’s worth. Just because a vampire had managed to avoid the few ways a vampire could die and had the great good luck to have been made before another, didn’t make him or her any better than another vampire. 

To judge a vampire by their making date was as lunatic as the humans who used to judge each other by what family or race they had been born into.

Ryan wasn’t aware of his unconscious prejudice, though. He was a very old vampire himself and had lived among vampires who naturally thought in such ways. He had acquired their way of thinking by osmosis and still hadn’t off-loaded the habit.

Nayara had no intention of using herself as the test case to force his change of thinking. Hard feelings would be roused because of it and she had already handed Ryan too many bruises over the last few centuries. She didn’t want to test his seemingly endless capacity to forgive and discover it had limits, after all.

So on this matter, she was on her own. No sharing with Ryan. No unburdening herself as she had nearly done once already.

She knew why she was noticing her age today, of all days. She was unsure of herself.

She rarely felt unsure. She couldn’t remember the last time she wasn’t completely certain and quite comfortable about any decision she had to make, her role in a situation, or the expected outcome. 

Life had become very predictable, lately, even with all the crises swirling around them.

But Ryan had made her feel awkward and inexperienced and that was a novel thing. It was the novelty that had her casting back through her memories, trying to remember the last time she had felt quite so gauche. And thus her years of memories had made themselves felt.

Nayara stared at the pitch black hole of the Atlantic and tried to tell herself that feeling awkward, that not knowing everything, was a good thing. It meant she was learning. Growing.

After more than three thousand years, Nia? Do you really believe that? She asked the questions of herself with a wry smile.

The door that connected her office with Ryan’s slid open. 

“Nayara, what the hell?” Ryan demanded.

She whirled. “What’s wrong?”

“No one can reach you,” Ryan said, striding toward her. 

“I went off-net for a while.” Nayara turned her comm links back on. Instantly, white alerts filled her head with their little chimes. “Oh...” She tried to sort them out, then muted them all and looked at Ryan. “What’s happening?”

“I’ve no idea,” Ryan said. “But Cáel Stelios is on his way here. Justin is bringing him. He wants to talk to both of us immediately. And he’s bringing Ursella Shun, too.”

Nayara checked her time map. “It’s three-thirty three a.m. in Greece and the Worlds Assembly is not in session. Cáel should be asleep. This must be bad news.”

Ryan shoved his hands into his pockets. “I wouldn’t know. I was just told to find you.” He sounded mildly resentful at his messenger status.

“I’m sure they were in a hurry, or they wouldn’t have been so abrupt,” Nayara said soothingly. “I hope it’s simply an urgent matter.”

Ryan grimaced. “Make amends for my bad temper?”

She smiled. “I’ve always said you were the one that should have the red hair, not me.”

He turned his head a little. “They’re here.” Ryan’s hearing was slightly better than hers, so Nayara settled in to wait. It could take a minute or two for the visitors to actually step in the door. 

Ryan settled himself against the edge of her desk. He was wearing black today, which she preferred him in. The shirt looked like some sort of soft, almost sheer velvet, that made the most of his clear, pale skin and dark hair. His eyes were a light, honey brown, rather than the true Celtic black, which gave his gaze a clear, mesmerizing quality. The trousers accentuated the length of his legs, for Ryan was over six feet tall. He seemed slender, until the disguising clothes were gone and the true extent of his muscles could be seen, playing beneath the soft flesh.

Nayara realized where her thoughts were leading her and yanked them back to more mundane territory. She grabbed the first trivial idea that crossed her mind. “We don’t have any ouzo. Cáel drank all we have the last time he was here and I haven’t replaced it yet.”

Ryan lifted one brow. “He’ll have to make do with Rob’s scotch, then.”

“You don’t have any whiskey here?”

He shook his head. “I don’t bring it back home.”

The outer door buzzed. Nayara let it open.

Ursella Shun was the first one through the door and she marched in. If a person could be said to have steam trailing from them, it described Shun perfectly. She was a petite woman in her fifties and starting to show her age. Her manicured and bobbed blonde hair was streaked with grey she did not bother to disguise. As a civil servant, Shun would never have access to the sort of money needed for regeneration, and her appearance implied she didn’t care a whit, either. 

Her make-up was always carefully applied, but her lipstick was always worn away from either talking or the worried movements of her lips and never reapplied. She had permanent bruises under her eyes, either from long term sleep deprivation or stress. Perhaps both. She was the chief of the Historical Defence Bureau, the Worlds Assembly’s oversight organization that monitored the Chronometric Conservation Agency and she took her duties seriously. She couldn’t stand vampires but thought no one knew her secret.

She walked right up to Ryan, where he sat on Nayara’s desk. “This is a pretty fine mess!” she declared.

His brow lifted again, but that was the only reaction he gave. “Ms. Shun?” he asked politely.

Cáel Stelios hurried in behind Shun. 

Nayara had never seen Cáel hurry anywhere. She straightened from her lean against the window, startled. 

Cáel was normally impeccably dressed in the latest fashionable business suits. As a member of the Worlds Assembly and one of the richest and most powerful business entrepreneurs in the world, he had cash to spare to dress well. He had the physique to carry clothes, too. He was born into a long and distinguished Greek family line and had expanded the family fortunes several times over. He had also inherited the family’s good looks, olive skin, black hair and eyes, penetrating stare, straight nose and square chin. He was also unusually tall for a Greek, standing just a little shorter than Ryan.

Only his lips gave any hint of the passionate Greek nature. They were full and hid white, even teeth.

Today, he wasn’t wearing a suit. The jacket was missing. The shirt he wore was a casual white cotton shirt, open at the neck to show a hint of tanned olive flesh. The sleeves were rolled up at the wrist, too. The trousers he wore were business trousers, but they were wrinkled, as if he had been sitting in them too long. Clearly, Cáel had been pulled away from home unexpectedly. 

He nodded at Ryan, then at her. “Ryan, Nayara. My apologies for bursting in upon your day in this way. I thought it best you get what little warning I could give you, instead of letting you be hit cold.”

Ryan stood up. “Cáel, you’re not making much sense, either.”

“I know. I just learned it’s out and about to hit the neural networks. I can’t stop it anymore.” He pull a media clip from his pants pocket and dropped it onto Nayara’s desk. “You may want to call Brenden in here, too.”

Nayara connected with Brenden’s computer and alerted him, putting the highest priority on it.

Ryan reached over and picked up the clip. “Have you seen this, Ursella?”

Shun pursed her lips. “I’ve seen enough,” she said shortly. “It is a disaster.”

“I’ve called Brenden,” Nayara said. She moved toward the desk. “Let me see it,” she added.

Cáel sighed. “Better wait for Brenden. Once is enough, believe me.”

“I’m here,” Brenden said, his deep, gravelly voice quiet, but clear. He stood in the open public doorway.

Shun gave a little squeak and put her fingers to her mouth, as if to hold in the rest of what she might utter. Her eyes grew very big.

“Hell, did you teleport here?” Cáel growled.

“Yes,” Brenden said. He stepped inside, letting the door close. “There’s an empty office across the way. I jumped there and walked across the passage, as soon as I saw the alert Nayara sent.” His gaze shifted to the media clip in Ryan’s hand and his expression darkened. “Ah, fuck,” he muttered and sat heavily in the visitor’s chair next to him. “Is that what I think it is, Stelios?”

Cáel nodded. “The neural nets have it now. It’ll be out any moment, if it isn’t already.”

Nayara filed away the fact that Brenden and Cáel knew each other better than she was aware of. There was a history there. 

She stepped forward. “We have to see the clip, Cáel. We need to know what it is before we can start making decisions.”

Brenden made a sound that was a cross between disgust and a moan. He dropped his curly head into one big hand.

Cáel held up his hand. “Go ahead,” he offered.

Ryan pushed the clip into the appropriate slot on Nayara’s desk and they gathered around the desk as the three-dimensional figures began to act out the scene on the desktop. They watched in silence, all except Shun, who gave a moan as Brenden’s projected figure latched onto the girl and began to feed.

The silence lasted for nearly a minute after the clip ended.

Nayara shook off the impending sense of disaster and started sorting out the details aloud. “It’s not the feeding they will object to. Humans have known about vampires for two hundred years. They’ve come to accept that we need to feed. It’s the fact that he used psi talents to control her and wipe her mind afterwards that is going to scare them.”

“Scare?” Shun repeated. “That’s putting it a little low, don’t you think?” 

All three men in the room turned their heads to look at the woman in the white suit. Nayara frowned. “I’m merely itemizing at this stage, Madam Shun. I was not judging.”

“Then who will judge?” Shun replied coldly. She lifted her hand and pointed at Brenden. “He used talents that rightfully belong to a race that is abhorred by vampires and humans. He used those talents to subdue and subjugate a human being. And you are all worrying about damage control?”

“We have a right to feed, madam,” Ryan said coolly, but Nayara could see his shoulders were squared. His temper was rising. Shun was challenging vampire rights, a subject near and dear to Ryan’s heart.

“But not to take that food by force!” Shun snapped. Spittle flew from the corners of her mouth. She was angry. Scared, too.

“I didn’t force her,” Brenden said quietly, lifting his head. “She knew what I was. She didn’t know anything about it, afterwards, either. I wiped her mind. I didn’t hurt her.”

“How would you know if you hurt her or not? How could she know?” Ursella cried. “By wiping her mind, you took away her free will and her ability to know if she was forced or not!” 

Ryan stepped around Brenden’s chair so that he stood between Brenden and Ursella. His eyes had narrowed down with anger. “With all due respects, Madam Chairman, you are not Brenden’s judge and jury and I won’t allow you to speak to him or us as if you are. If you have nothing useful to add to the discussion, I suggest you return home.”

Ursella jerked her skirt straight with hard tugs at the side seams. “Very well,” she said stiffly. “I’ll bid you goodnight.” She nodded at Cáel. “Assemblyman.”

“Ursella,” Cáel said, lifting his hand in a lazy wave.

Ursella took a calming breath. “You are quite right, Ryan. I am not a judge or a proper jury. But neither are the neural nets. If you think they will reserve their opinion in favour of a proper trial, you’re delusional. I can’t wait to see you try to shut them down.”






  










 

Chapter Four
 

As soon as the door shut behind Ursella Shun, Ryan rounded on Brendan. “Of all the stupid, idiotic, half-assed hare-brained ideas you’ve ever had, you moronic great giant of a Spartan, did you have to go and use Psi talents on the poor bint of a girl? For Christ’s sake, Brenden!”

Brenden grimaced.

“And to be taped doing it, as well? Where the fuck were your brains, man?” Ryan raged. “Your trainees know more about surveillance risks than you apparently do!”

Brenden simply stared down at his feet. 

“Enough, Ryan,” Nayara said, giving her voice a whiplash.

Ryan looked at her.

“Brenden knows all this already. He’s been waiting for this axe to fall for a while. He’s thought it all through and realized it all long before you started yelling.”

Ryan looked down at the top of Brenden’s big head. “Did he do anything about it, then?” he asked dryly.

Brenden looked up. “I’ve been investigating the scene, trying to find who taped me. And why.”

Ryan took a deep breath, then nodded. “Okay, then.”

“And I’ve gone back to artificial blood,” Brenden added. He grimaced.

Cáel cleared his throat. “That’s not going to be enough,” he said. “As much as I hate to agree with the bloody woman, Shun is right. The nets are going to scream for answers. You have to deal with them.”

Ryan’s face instantly darkened and he scowled. “We have a right—“

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, I didn’t say you had to defend yourselves by answering their bloody demands,” Cáel replied sharply. “For a politician, Ryan, you can be quite tunnel-visioned, can’t you?”

Nayara hid her smile. She moved to where Brenden was sitting slumped in his chair. “I suggest you leave, Brenden,” she said quietly. “Ryan and I will talk to you later, when tempers have cooled.”

Brenden glanced up at her. The corner of his mouth lifted. “I hear you,” he said. He slipped out of his chair, moving with agility and grace despite his size. Nayara let the door open for him and closed it behind him.

Ryan glanced at the closing door, then looked back at Cáel. “What did you mean, then?” he asked softly. “How do we answer the nets?”

“I said you have to deal with them, not answer them. You have to do something about public perception of vampires. That clip just put your PR quotient back about fifty years or more. You need to counter that.”

Nayara blinked. “Are you suggesting...what? That we start churning out press releases or something?”

Cáel grinned. “They’d only do you any good if you had an event for the nets to talk about and the only event you’ve given them worth talking about is that.” He pointed to the media clip. “No. First, you have to become news worthy. The public have to get to know and adore you like I do.” He got to his feet. “I’m guessing you haven’t had a chance to replace the ouzo I finished last time around. I’ll take anything else at all at this point. What do you have?”

“Scotch,” Ryan said flatly. He was frowning. Thinking.

Cáel screwed up his nose. “I have standards,” he said. “Do you have coffee, then? I have to keep my metabolism cranked. It’s trying to put me to sleep right now.”

“Coffee will take four hours to have an effect,” Nayara told him. “We have some stay-awakes in the pharmacy. Will that do?”

“Done,” Cáel told her. “Where do I get them?”

“I’ll have them brought here,” Nayara told him and sent a message to Fahmido.

“Food will work, too,” Ryan said. “It takes longer, but the effect lasts. See if there’s anyone in the kitchen who can throw something together, Nayara. Preferably hot.”

“You have a kitchen?” Cáel said, sounding shocked.

Nayara finished sending the message to the kitchen, as she smiled at Cáel’s reaction. “We often have human visitors and some human employees. We would rather they didn’t expire from lack of food and water.” She sat in the visitor’s chair that Brenden had vacated and waved to the other one, indicating that Cáel should sit, too. The chair adjusted to her size and posture and snuggled around her, letting her relax. “I will take you on a full tour of the station, one day soon. You always seem to be here on urgent business and your schedule is so crowded, it seemed rude to take up three hours of your time on an inspection tour.”

“Three hours?” Cáel repeated.

“It’s a big station,” Ryan replied. “New recruits get lost for the first few weeks, until they learn their way around.”

“Now I know why I get escorted to your office every time. It’s not just a security thing,” Cáel said, sinking down into the chair next to Nayara’s.

“It’s a security thing, too,” Ryan replied. He pushed himself onto the front of Nayara’s desk, sitting on it properly. “There are areas of the station where you could easily get yourself killed if you stumbled into them, once you had got lost. The reactor room isn’t as fully shielded as it would be on a human-filled station, because radiation doesn’t bother us as much as it does humans and less shielding makes the station lighter and more manoeuvrable in space.”

Cáel lifted his brows. “Noted.” he said dryly. “I’ll make sure I learn the routes around the station before I come here next time.”

Nayara sensed he was not joking, that the next time he visited, he would have memorized the exact layout of the station. She connected with her personal computer and found the file that held the updated blueprints for the station and sent them to Cáel’s office in-box. They would be waiting for him when he got back to his desk.

The door buzzed and Nayara let it open. Fahmido stepped in, carrying a tray. The albino woman was the closest thing the Agency had to a medical doctor. She had made a close study of vampire physiology and had several degrees in genetics, biology and human medicine. She was very tall and very slender and liked to stay to herself in her laboratory office, doing her research. Fahmido always made Nayara feel slightly uncomfortable because of her relentless focus and drive.

Fahmido gave Cáel a stiff smile and handed him the tray. “This should keep you awake for another six to ten hours, Assemblyman. But I recommend you let yourself sleep after that. You will start to suffer severe consequences if you do not.”

“Thank you,” Cáel replied, taking the tray. “I’m familiar with the effects. You’re Fahmido, aren’t you?”

Fahmido inclined her head in a short bow as she straightened. “Eat before the meal cools. It will metabolise faster that way.” 

She left without glancing at Ryan or Nayara. She had simply been doing her job.

Cáel glanced down at the bowl on the tray and sniffed, then smiled. “Keftethes?” He picked up the spoon with relish. “You didn’t just happen to have these lying around in your kitchen.”

Nayara shrugged. “I asked that something hot be prepared for you. I didn’t specify.”

Ryan grinned. “We have smart people, Cáel. They know how to use initiative. If they couldn’t find something suitable in the kitchen, they either jumped to Athens or back to old Athens and bought the meatballs, or had them made. If they went back in time, they would have had time to stand around for twelve hours and let the meatballs stew properly...it makes no difference how long they wait back there. Then they jump back here and you get a piping hot meal exactly to your taste, thirty seconds after it was requested.”

Cáel was eating fast and neatly. He was obviously ravenous and merely nodded at Ryan’s explanation.

“How long has it been since your last meal, anyway?” Nayara asked curiously. “You’re eating like it’s been a week or more.”

“Umm,” Cáel said, swallowing. He ate another mouthful, thinking. “Eighteen.” Another mouthful. “Twenty-eight hours, if you don’t count the biscuit I stole from my assistant’s plate as I was passing his desk yesterday.” He frowned. “Or was that today?”

Ryan caught Nayara’s gaze. Nayara knew what he was thinking even though she couldn’t read his thoughts. Cáel was driving himself too hard. And on top of that, Cáel had made it a priority to bring the news of this latest trouble to them at the cost of his own sleep. He could have let them find out by themselves.

Cáel picked up the bowl with one hand and scraped the last of the gravy with his spoon and swallowed it. He sighed with satisfaction and put the bowl and spoon down. “That was excellent,” he told them and reached for the two stay-awake capsules and the glass of water Fahmido had put on the side of the tray.

Ryan was faster.

Nayara had anticipated Ryan would try this, after his glance at her. As he reached for Cáel’s wrist, Nayara took the tray out from under Cáel’s hands and put it on the desk next to Ryan. She barely had to step up the speed of her movements beyond human normal. Ryan only had to hold Cáel’s hands out of the way for the few seconds necessary for her to get the tray clear.

“What on earth are you doing?” Cáel demanded, trying to pull his hand out of Ryan’s grip.

“You need sleep,” Ryan said. “Even this crisis can wait for six hours for you to join it again. Nayara and I can deal with it while you sleep.”

Cáel drew in a breath. “You’re giving me an order?” he breathed.

Nayara stepped up between them and looked at Ryan. “You can’t make him sleep,” she said, in the Greek of Constantinople, the language they had used when they first met. It was a dead language now, one that they could use as a private language.

“No, but you can,” Ryan replied.

“If either of you try to make me do anything, you’ll regret it,” Cáel replied, in the same language.

Nayara stifled the gasp that tried to emerge from her. She looked at Cáel. “How do you know ancient Greek?”

Cáel shrugged—awkwardly, for Ryan still gripped his wrists. “It’s my family’s private language. Handed down through the generations.” He smiled. “Now try to make me sleep,” he challenged her.

“Cáel, you need it,” Nayara said gently.

“I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

She exchanged glances with Ryan and caught his infinitesimal nod. Do it.

Nayara curled her hand around the back of Cáel’s head. 

He began to struggle as he realized she was going to make him sleep despite his threats, but Ryan’s grip on his wrists was far stronger than Cáel’s human strength. Ryan shifted his grip. He snaked his arm around Cáel’s back, locking him in place.

“Damn it,” Cáel muttered. “I have things to do. Meetings.”

“You would have been asleep all this time, anyway,” Nayara murmured. “Shh.” She kept his head still and looked into his eyes. They were very black and fringed with thick black lashes. “Look at me, Cáel.”

“No. Shit.” He looked and she caught his gaze and held it. Instantly, she reached for the trace of his mental pattern and found it. She briefly resisted the temptation to look into his mind. Instead, she caressed the mental pattern. Soothed it. “Sleep,” she whispered. And she shut the biorhythm down into a normal sleep pattern.

Cáel slumped, his eyes closing. Ryan held him up easily.

“Your bed?” he asked.

“Yours,” Nayara replied. “It’s of no difference to me, but it might be to Cáel.”

“Right.” Between them, they carried the sleeping man through to Ryan’s office and into his quarters. The big bed was unused, but made up. Nayara pulled back the covers and Ryan laid Cáel down. Together they stripped Cáel of his shoes and socks and shirt.

Nayara pursed her lips together as she stared down at the ripple of Cáel’s abs and pecs and biceps, under the tanned flesh. “Where does he find the time to stay so fit?”

“He’s on his second generation, remember?” Ryan said, pulling a second blanket from the closet. “Staying fit is a requirement at his age.”

She hesitated. “Trousers?” she asked.

“Leave him some dignity,” Ryan said, throwing the blanket over him. “He’s going to be pissed enough as it is.”

“Even though we’re doing him a favour.” She grimaced. “I’ve never really understood that reaction, despite knowing and predicting it over and over.”

“No one likes showing weakness, Nayara. You of all people should understand that. Plus Cáel is human, too. He doesn’t like not being able to keep up with us.”

Nayara frowned as Ryan turned off the light to the room. The only light came from the very dim glow of Earth, through the window. “He admires us?” she asked, puzzled.

“I believe so.” 

“How unusual.”

“It’s a nice change, isn’t it?” Ryan opened the door for her. “Let’s go figure out what he meant by upping our PR quotient, shall we? If we get it right, he might not be quite so angry when he wakes.”

* * * * *
 

Rome, 95 B.C.

Demyan adjusted the toga on his shoulder again and brushed at his shaved chin. It always took a while to get used to the absence of his beard and the short hair at the back of his neck tickled his palm as he ran a hand over it. But, he was supposed to be a Roman patrician. And, when in Rome....

“Why are you smiling?” Jane Alexander asked quickly.

“An old joke,” he assured her. “One that I think of, every time I arrive back in Rome.” 

“You come here often?” 

“You know that I do, or you would not have asked for me to be your traveller,” Demyan said stiffly. He looked out past the drapes over the side of the litter and tapped the hired man walking ahead of them on the shoulder with his staff. “The Palatine hill is to the left, slave,” he said in Latin. “Do not try to cheat me.”

“I apologize profusely, master,” the Scythian replied. “I thought you wanted to see the Forum.”

“I know the Forum,” Demyan growled. “Do I look like a provincial to you?”

The Scythian murmured to the litter-bearers and the litter swung around to the left, pushing through pedestrians. It headed up the sloped and terraced street.

“So, do you not think this is wonderful?” Demyan asked his companion, settling back on the cushions.

“It’s everything I thought it would be,” she breathed, looking out. “More or less. It’s a lot...dirtier than I thought it would be.”

“Here on the Aventine, it can be,” Demyan agreed. “Wait until we reach the Palatine. You are sure you will not see the Forum?” This omission from her itinerary had surprised him. Everyone wanted to see the Forum.

“I won’t,” she said with certainty. “I have been to Rome in our time and it was enough. I want to see how people live, not how they congregate.”

“You can see how they live right here.” Demyan pointed out the window.

“Not plebs. I want to see patricians.”

“So you said back at the agency.”

“You really know your way around the Palatine?” she pressed. 

“I really know my way around,” Demyan assured her for what felt like the fortieth time. “We should be there in about twenty minutes.”

“That long?” Her brow puckered. 

“Traffic,” Demyan explained, with a wave toward the street. “The Romans invented traffic jams the same time they invented civic government.”

His small joke usually laid them in the aisles, but Jane Alexander merely fell back on her cushions with a sigh. 

His customer had puzzled him right from the start. Even her explanation for not wanting to see the Forum seemed...weak. She was nervous, energetic and distracted, even at the Agency. At first he’d put it down to the jump itself. All their customers were nervous about the jump and about dealing with vampires. The long list of do’s and don’ts and the training they sometimes had to take often pushed their stress levels higher.

Demyan usually managed to get them to relax once they’d arrived at their destination. It was what made him one of the more sought-after travellers. But Jane Alexander wasn’t relaxing. Not even the unique sights of a civilization that was the bedrock of modern human society seemed to move her.

She fidgeted with the beads and baubles on her belt, the straps on her sandals, back to her belt...

“Why the Palatine?” he said at last.

She looked at him sharply. “Why not?”

“The rich and famous locked away behind barricaded iron-clad doors and armed slaves? You will not see anything there except cobbled streets and house slaves.”

She worried at her bottom lip with small, even teeth. “I’ll take my chances.”

He tried a different tack. “You know, you paid much money for this tour. A once in a lifetime chance. Do you not want to make sure you see what you’ve paid to see? Tell me what you really want out of this trip and I will see that you get it.”

She considered him for a moment. 

He smiled reassuringly at her. “You should trust me in this. I have heard it all. Once, I had a client that paid too much money just to sit in the Emperor of Russia’s bath and pleasure himself. There is nothing left in the world that could shock me.”

“That’s right, you’re the Russian one. The fierce, ancient Khazar.”

Before Demyan could respond to this surprising statement, she smiled at him, dimples appearing in her smooth cheeks. “My true wish is not nearly as exciting as your Emperor lover.”

“Tell me.”

“I want to meet Aurelia Cotta.” And she blushed.

For a minute, Demyan’s mind free-wheeled, as he tried to encompass this unexpected request. He tried to pull at the short hairs at his chin, until he remembered he had none right now and dropped his hand. “Aurelia Cotta?” he repeated, at last. He still could not place the name.

Jane’s face brightened and she sat up. “Yes! She was a great matron, one of the most famous and her beauty was renown. She was revered for her goodness and kindness and she wielded great influence during her lifetime. For a Roman woman, that wasn’t half-bad, you know.”

“That, I can appreciate,” Demyan acknowledged. “But, who is she? I can’t recall the name. Who are her parents?”

“Rutilia and Lucius Aurelius Cotta. Her father was consul in 119 B.C.” 

“The Aurelii Cottae family, hmmm?” Demyan frowned, pulling it together. His knowledge of the patrician families of Rome around the time of Julius Caesar was detailed, but that was thirty years from now. 

“Her mother Rutilia was a member of the Rutilius family. They were of consular rank.”

“You have done your homework,” Demyan told her. “You don’t happen to have their address, too?”

“I thought you might,” she said airily. “Or that you might know someone who could get us invited.”

“We can’t socialize with influential contemporaries. They warned you about this at the Agency.”

“I don’t want to be her best chum, Demyan. I just want to meet her. Smile at her. Then you can whisk me into the nearest deserted room and we can jump home.” She smiled winningly at him, her dimples deepening. “Please?” she asked sweetly. “It’s such a simple thing.”

Demyan took a breath, intending to explain why something this simple was incredibly challenging. But her big eyes were staring at him, her defences down. She had confessed her wants as he’d asked her to. Now he had to deliver. 

If he could.

“There’s a senior slave I know, who isn’t above bribes. He belongs to the Clodius family. I’ll see what I can do.” 

She threw herself forward, right into his arms and held him tight, while his human instincts switched to high-alert. “Thank you,” she whispered, her lips against his cheek. She smelled of lilac.






  










 

Chapter Five
 

Vienna, 2263 A.D.

“I feel ridiculous,” Brendan complained, tugging at the complicated double bowtie at his neck. 

Cáel slapped his hand away. “You look just fine. Leave it alone.” He looked out the window of the coach. “Five minutes, maybe less, folks.” His gut tightened. “Are you ready for this?”

Nayara, sitting in the far corner of the coach, wrapped in ermine up to the neck and trailing velvet and sequins, looked serene and calm as usual. Her eyes were two crystal clear pools of green Cáel could easily drown in. He pulled his gaze away from her face. She looked glorious. If anyone was going to help make vampires palatable and sexy to humans, Nayara was the poster pin-up girl who would do it. If she could lose some of her indifferent air. 

“Explain to me one last time how this is going to help vampires’ public image, Cáel?” Ryan asked. 

He was sitting next to Nayara, wearing the latest in designer menswear and Cáel had to admit he looked damned good in it. He had the height and build to pull it off, along with the shoulders to fill the jacket very nicely. 

Yeah, the pair of them would make a hell of an impression, as long as no one hit one of their sensitive buttons, or messed with them in any way. 

Cáel sighed mentally.

Then there was Brenden.

“You’re here because you have to start looking more accessible. So you start blending in. Charity events. High publicity events where the media can showcase you. The more humans get to know and learn about you, the more comfortable they’ll get with you.”

“We have no intention of turning into second string humans, Cáel,” Nayara warned, her voice soft.

“Hell, who would want you to?” Cáel replied. “That’s not what this is about. For the last two hundred years, since you guys stepped out, you’ve stayed segregated. You’ve pretty much locked yourselves away on that station, or else you’ve stayed hidden, passing as human down here, because being yourselves down here was too much trouble. It’s time you took the trouble and made humans look at you. Look at you, accept you. Take you in and learn to live with you, warts and all.”

Ryan grimaced. “What if they don’t like what they learn? What if they don’t accept it?”

Cáel took a breath. “They have to, don’t they? You are what you are.”

Brenden was watching the rows of fans pass by the carriage as it rolled along the street toward the Vienna Opera House where the ball was being held. “Humans aren’t exactly pretty, either,” he observed. “Not when you get right down to some of their less endearing habits.”

Cáel gave another gusty sigh. “For god’s sake, don’t start talking about elimination and breeding in front of the cameras, Brenden. Let’s just stay positive for tonight.”

The carriage came to a halt. Already, blazing light from cameras and spotlights streamed in the tiny windows of the carriage. 

“We’re on,” Cáel breathed. The tension in the carriage jumped higher.

The footman opened the carriage door and dropped the step down, then moved to one side, holding the door open. He was bewigged and wore stockings, as if he was from the 18th century, but his frockcoat was made to glitter in the lights.

Ryan stepped out first and helped Nayara out. Then Cáel and Brenden stepped out. The carriage lifted up on its springs as Brenden stepped onto the red carpet, which rolled up the short flight of steps to the graceful arches that fronted the opera house. The ball was an outdoor ball held in front of the opera house, in the public square where the fountain played. Security was paramount for the event, for world dignitaries were attending. The roads in a five block radius had been secured and even the fans lining the route to cheer the attendees had been vetted and screened.

It was this factor that made the charity event more suitable for Ryan and Nayara to attend. Cáel had been easier in his own mind when he had seen the long list of security precautions attached to the event. 

But still he worried. Nayara and Ryan were trusting his advice in this matter. That was no small thing.

Ryan glanced around, taking in the camera crews, the fans, the guests making their way along the rope lines, talking to fans and camera crews and posing for pictures. “Right,” he murmured and reached for Nayara’s coat. “Time to show off, Nayara. Finally, I get to see what’s under this.”

He helped Nayara remove the faux-fur coat and handed the coat in Brenden’s direction, but the coat hung in mid-air, until Brenden had the presence of mind to take it from Ryan’s hand.

Ryan was staring at Nayara.

Cáel looked. And ran his eyes over her, from top to bottom a few more times, in slow, lingering appreciation.

His heart squeezed. His body tightened.

The dress was velvet. A deep green colour that matched her eyes and made them glow. It was strapless and clung to every inch of her until it reached her hips, where wisps of chiffon began to appear and the dress trailed behind her. And there were beads and sequins all over it, so that with every breath and move, she shimmered.

Cáel lacked the terminology to describe the dress more accurately, although he knew the female assistants in his office would demand details he wouldn’t be able to supply. 

“Beautiful,” he croaked.

Nayara smiled. “Thank you.”

Brenden tossed the coat into the carriage. “We’re holding up the line,” he said.

Ryan took an audible breath. “Cáel, for the sake of symbolism, you should escort Nayara.”

Cáel nodded. He tried to school his face, to hide his eagerness. Then better sense reasserted itself. “Both of you,” he said. “Together. With me.”

Ryan’s brow lifted. “Alright,” he agreed. He smiled at Brenden. “You’re on your own, Brenden.”

“As it should be,” Brenden growled. “If I’m going to be a target, I’d rather be a lone target and not take anyone else down with me.” He squared his shoulders. “Let’s get this over with.”

Cáel patted the big man’s shoulder. “Security is the highest, Brenden. Relax.”

“After the last ten days of the nets called for my head on a plate? I don’t think so. But you’re the boss tonight, boss.” He nodded toward the opera house. “Let’s go.”

The carriage pulled away, leaving them alone at the end of the red carpet. Cáel lifted his arm, so that Nayara could slide her hand under it. Ryan stepped to her other side and did the same. She moved forward along the red carpet, the dress trailing out behind her. Cáel stayed abreast.

“I’ve spent generations keeping my face out of the news,” Nayara murmured. “This feels very unnatural.”

“You’ll get used to it. This is a whole new world,” Cáel assured her. “Look, there’s the first reporter now. Just smile and say hello. I can do the talking unless they ask you a direct question. Keep it sunny and superficial.”

“Hey, they’re the vampires!” someone in the crowd called out.

“We’ve been recognized,” Brenden muttered from behind them, sounding unhappy.

The rope line holding the fans back was only fifteen feet away from the red carpet and even Cáel could feel the hairs on the back of his neck standing up. But the fans had all passed security checks.

“Vampires!”

“Blood suckers!”

“Keep it cool,” Cáel murmured. “We were expecting this after Brenden’s clip.”

Ryan lurched forward. “Watch out!” he snapped. His hand shot forward and down, like a baseball player catching a ball. Something red crossed Cáel’s field of vision, too fast for him to see it properly.

Ryan caught it and lifted it up. He snarled toward the fans. His teeth had descended.

Brenden moved. Cáel felt it, because he moved so fast the air displacement left by his abrupt departure created a tiny whirlwind that plucked at Cáel’s jacket tails and hair.

Brenden reached over the rope line and closed his fingers around the throat of one of the fans.

Instantly, a dozen camera lights were turned on him.

Ryan was staring at the fan struggling in Brenden’s grip, while he held his hand up in the air. He squeezed and what looked like blood dripped from between his fingers. His incisors were still visible as he snarled at the fan in Brenden’s grip, fury etched on his face.

Screams went up from the crowd.

Cáel closed his eyes.

“It’s tomato juice,” Nayara said calmly. “They threw a tomato at me.”

“That’s not what it looks like on the cameras, though,” Cáel replied, feeling sick. “Let’s just get inside.”

* * * * *
 

“You were protecting Nayara,” Cáel said. “It’s your nature. I get it. It’s done now. Let’s just move on.” He was sitting on one of the uncomfortable wrought iron chairs at an angle, his arm propped on the back of it, while he rubbed at his forehead. 

Nayara studied him. He wasn’t tired, because both she and Ryan had been monitoring his sleep patterns and knew he was getting at least adequate amounts of sleep now. So what did the stressed note in his voice mean?

Yes, this was bad. But there was something deeper working away at Cáel that she didn’t understand.

Ryan turned his chair around backwards and straddled it, resting his arms on the back and his chin on his arms. “Well, you said humans needed to get to know our real natures. They just got a great demonstration of our real natures, up close and personal.”

Cáel gave a half-laugh, then another, that turned into a low series of chuckles. He turned on his chair to face the table properly and sighed. “Let the chips fall where they may?” He reached for the champagne. “Pity you guys can’t enjoy this stuff. For champagne it’s not so bad.” He lifted his glass. “Salute!” He drank deeply, then pushed back his jacket sleeve to consult an old fashioned wrist watch. “There’s someone I want you to meet. They should be here any time soon. Where is Brenden, anyway?”

“Dancing,” Nayara said.

“He found someone who will dance with him?”

“Lots of someones,” Nayara replied. “He’s a novelty. He just donated a million dollars to the charity. Money buys all sorts of popularity.”

Cáel peered around the curtain drape that gave their table a little bit of privacy from the main dance floor. “I believe he’s getting the hang of this. Ah! There he is.” He stood up and waved. A man with actual reading glasses and street clothes weaved his way around the tables, heading toward them. He had blonde curly hair and sharp earnest brown eyes and he was carrying a satchel.

Cáel took him by the arm. “This is Lyle Bean. He’s a writer and researcher. He’s going to write your biographies.”

Nayara blinked. “What?”

“Are you fucking kidding, Cáel?” Ryan exploded, sitting up.

Cáel calmly pushed the nervous Lyle Bean onto a chair and sat back down himself. “You’ve declared yourselves public figures tonight. How long do you think it’s going to take before the muck-raking biographies hit the market? You have to get your own out there before they do. The real version. Not sanitized, not sweetness and light. It will be hard-hitting, no holds-barred truth. An honest and fair look at your lives. We want humans to know you and vampires. This is the perfect way for them to know all about you.”

Fear bloomed deep inside her. Nayara shook her head. “No, Cáel. I can’t. You don’t understand. We’re not talking about a simple eighty years, or even a second generation’s worth, like you. Do you know how many bad memories, sorrows, hurts...how many old friends we’ve had to bury and deal with over our lifetimes? You’re asking us to dig all that up.”

Ryan shot her a glance. She read gratitude in it.

Cáel glanced at Lyle. “Give us a minute.”

“Sure.” He clutched his satchel to his chest and hurried away.

Cáel turned back to face them both. His gaze was steady. Calm. “I know exactly what I’m asking for.”

“Do you?” Ryan insisted.

“You think I don’t know about Salathiel?”

Nayara flinched. 

“About Eire, Ryan?”

Ryan drew back, his face shocked.

“About the fact that you’re really Basque, Nayara, although you let people think you’re from the Mesopotamian basin?”

Nayara couldn’t stop her gasp of shock. “No one knows that, except...” She glanced at Ryan and saw that he was staring at her. She shook her head. “I don’t tell people because...” She stopped. How could she even speak the words?

“Because then you would have to explain that you came to Constantinople as a slave, not a free woman,” Cáel finished softly. “And you bargained your way out of the slave pits using your body and sex. But by then, you were already a vampire.” He glanced at Ryan. “A slave’s life was a harsh one.”

Ryan exhaled heavily. His knuckles on the back of the iron chair were white.

Nayara gripped the rich cloth on the table. “But how do you know that?” she demanded of Cáel.

Cáel shrugged. “Lyle Bean. I said he was a researcher. He’s very good at his job.”

“He’s already done the research?” Ryan said.

Cáel nodded. “I just want him to put the...well, the human face on the facts and figures now. He has to tell the story that they make up.”

“It’s a story that covers at least three thousand years, Cáel,” Nayara said. “He will have to be very selective.”

“Is he very good?” Ryan demanded.

“I think so. He pulled together the facts about you two. I have hopes.”

“Facts are one thing. What you’re asking for now...that’s something else entirely,” Ryan said. He pulled in another breath, one that lifted his shoulders and settled them. “I will make a deal with you, Cáel. We will do this, Nayara and I, with some provisos.”

Cáel rubbed at his jaw, considering. Nayara watched his pitch black eyes glittering in the low candlelight, the thick bordering lashes surrounding them, as he considered the matter. He really was an extraordinarily attractive man...for a human.

“State your terms,” he told Ryan.

“The book only covers the time from when Nayara and I met. Nothing about our lives before then. Nothing about her slavery. Or my life in Ireland.”

Cáel looked like he might protest, but then he nodded. “If we’re to have a book that comes in under one thousand pages, that seems like a good place to start it. Alright.”

Nayara carefully let out her breath to hide her shakiness as relief left her trembling. She didn’t know if Ryan had done it deliberately, but he had allowed her to avoid revealing just how old she really was and just how long she had lived in Constantinople before she had met either Ryan or Salathiel. 

But Cáel must know. If Lyle Bean had done his research, as clearly he had done, then the only way he could have learned of her slavery was if he had spoken to her maker. That her maker still survived was a pleasant surprise to her. He was still passing as human, for he was not amongst the Agency personnel.

Cáel had read the research. Cáel knew.

Nayara wasn’t sure if she liked that or not.

“My second proviso,” Ryan continued.

Cáel grinned. “Go.”

“I’m presuming this Lyle Bean is intending to do some sort of interview process? We spill our life stories and he tidies up the narrative?”

“Something like that,” Cáel confirmed.

Nayara could feel herself tightening up just at the idea.

Ryan shook his head. “Not going to happen.”

“Why not?” Cáel asked, his tone reasonable.

“That kid is way too young and he’s too nervous around us. He doesn’t know vampires. He’s not used to us. He’s not comfortable. How are we supposed to open up and talk about stuff we haven’t spoken about for centuries to a kid who jumps whenever we raise our voices?”

Cáel smiled a little. “But you have an alternative proposal.”

Ryan nodded. “The kid can give you his recording equipment and his questions. We tell you our stories. And you get to listen. To every boring hour of it.” Ryan grinned.

Cáel opened his mouth.

“That’s my terms, Cáel. That last one is non-negotiable. Clear your calendar, cancel your appointments, tell ‘em you have an incurable disease. I don’t care.”

Cáel grinned. “Fine. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to ask Ms. Nayara for this waltz.” He stood up and offered her his hand. “Would you do me the honour?”

Nayara glanced at Ryan, who shrugged. She rose and let Cáel lead her onto the dance floor. He moved her gently into the Viennese waltz. He was a very good dancer. Nayara relaxed and let herself enjoy the beautiful dance without danger to her toes or the hem of her dress.

“I know how to keep secrets,” Cáel said.

She looked up at him, startled. Up into his black eyes. They weren’t twinkling now. They were solemn.

“You were worried,” he added.

“Especially when you told Ryan I had been a slave,” she replied. “Very discreet of you.”

“The muckrakers would have found that out for themselves. Ryan deserved to know that much,” Cáel replied. “Do you not realize how admirable that makes you? It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

She could find no answer for that.

“It’s the fact that you were brought to Constantinople in three hundred and fifteen, only ten years after Constantine founded the city, that you want to hide from Ryan, isn’t it? Ryan didn’t arrive in the city until ten years before the walls fell, in fourteen fifty three.”

Nayara bit her lip. “Ryan is much older than that. He spent years in Ireland—”

“I know,” Cáel said softly. “I know, Nayara. I read all the research, not just yours.” He spun her out of the way of slower dancers. “I like the ruby necklace you’re wearing, by the way. I thought redheads couldn’t wear rubies, but you seem to be able to.”

Nayara gave him a smile. Small talk. He was reverting to small talk. Why? Did he think she was angry? That he had probed too deep?

“I notice that you’re still wearing that Celtic medallion as well. You never take it off, do you?”

Her heart jumped and started to beat. “I...no. I don’t.” She couldn’t look him in the eye. It was bad enough that they were dancing, basically hip-to-hip and that he could probably feel the fright that had just tripped through her.

“Is it Ryan’s, Nayara?” Cáel asked.

Her breath was coming faster. These were perfectly simple and polite questions he was asking. Small talk. She didn’t know how to make him stop. 

Just tell him to shut up!

“Yes, it’s Ryan’s,” she said, her lips feeling thick and uncooperative.

She could feel the warmth of the chain under her fingers. It was a sense-memory. The chain warmed by a human body. The pressure on the chain as she yanked it. The tiny rattle of silver as it came away from his neck.

“When did he give it to you?” Cáel asked. His tone was polite, pleasantly enquiring.

Nayara stopped dancing. “He didn’t,” she said. Her voice came out high. Choked. “Excuse me.” She hurried for the ladies’ washroom, the one place to where Cáel couldn’t follow her. 

Or Ryan.






  










 

Chapter Six
 

“There’s a big photo opportunity at eleven, when they hand over the donation money. We have to stay for that at least,” Cáel said wearily, leaning his elbow on the table and his head on his hand.

Ryan shoved his hand in his pocket and stared out at the dance floor. “Brenden is the only one who seems to be having a good time tonight. And we were expecting him to have the hardest time of it, because of the feeding clip.”

“Spread enough money around and you’re guaranteed a good time,” Cáel replied. Guilt tore through him. “Perhaps I should go check on her.”

“And get arrested for molesting women in a public lavatory?” Ryan grimaced. “That would really round the night out perfectly. Leave it, Cáel. Nayara will be back in a while.”

“You could have warned me about the bloody medallion,” Cáel complained.

Ryan turned his chair around and sat on it properly. “How was I to know you’d ask her about it?”

“She wears it every bloody day!” Cáel pointed out. “Of course I was going to ask about it. Who wouldn’t?”

Ryan drew back a little, surprised at Cáel’s vehemence. “I suppose we’re not used to strangers amongst us on a regular basis. It hadn’t occurred to me you might be curious about it.”

“Aren’t other vampires curious?”

“Other vampires know not to ask. We volunteer information about ourselves when we’re ready. It’s the way of things.”

“So Brenden may not know anything about you and he’ll never ask? Even if he’s been at the station for fifty years?”

“He has been at the station at least that long, as it happens.”

Cáel tried to encompass that sort of personal privacy. “Well, it’s a different way of looking at things. It explains why you both bucked so hard over the book.”

Ryan lifted a brow. “We’re trying, Cáel. We’re trying. It’s a steep adaptation for us, especially after so long.”

“I’m beginning to appreciate that.”

“Please excuse my rudeness on the dance floor, Cáel,” Nayara said, from behind him.

Cáel stood and turned. She was hovering just behind him, looking glorious and pristine in her dark green velvet and sequins, with not a hair out of place. Her flesh seemed to glow. So did her eyes.

“Nothing to forgive,” he said. “Ryan was just explaining why I was an insensitive asshole. I think I’m the one that should be apologizing.”

Nayara shook her head. “Ryan and I need to become accustomed to questions. To...probing. It will happen more often now.” She motioned to Cáel’s chair. “Sit. Please. I thought I would try to make up for my lapse right away.” She gracefully lowered herself onto the chair next to him.

“How?” Cáel asked curiously.

“I thought I would tell you about how Ryan and I met.” She lifted the champagne bottle and topped up Cáel’s glass. “Would you like to hear that story, Cáel?”

“More than life itself,” Cáel said truthfully.

Ryan settled himself on his chair. “I can help,” he added, his fingers resting briefly on her wrist.

Nayara smiled at him. Her smile, Cáel noticed, trembled. This wasn’t easy for either of them.

Nayara frowned down at the tablecloth. “I don’t know where to start,” she confessed.

“What year did you meet?” Cáel asked, although he already knew the answer.

“Fourteen forty-two,” Ryan replied instantly.

“Was it an accidental meeting?” Cáel asked curiously. “Nayara, you were passing as a noble woman. And Ryan, you had just arrived in the city. You were a stranger. Meeting and socializing with one of the city’s high born women would have been unusual.”

Ryan nodded. “Unless you had business dealings with her husband...or the man who was generally acknowledged as her de facto husband at that time.”

Cáel forced himself to speak the name that he knew was painful for both of them. “Salathiel.”

Nayara’s full lips pressed together.

Ryan glanced at her. “Do you want me to do this, Nia?” he asked softly. 

She started at the name. Nia.

Cáel wished he could spare them this pain, but he had spoken nothing but the truth. This was the best way to get the public to open their hearts to them both and to vampires in general. To know them was to accept them, even love them a little.

Nayara shook her head. “I can do this. I will do this.” She sat up straighter. “Fourteen forty-two...

* * * * *
 

Constantinople. 1442 A.D. Mid-summer.

“Nia!” 

Salathiel’s booming voice echoed through the house, making Nayara smile. She picked up the hem of her tunic and hurried into the public hall. Despite the incredible heat of the day, the high vaulted roof and tiled floors kept the rooms at a tolerable level of heat until the late afternoon, when the slaves threw all the windows open to catch any cooling breezes.

Salathiel stood impatiently moving from foot to foot in the foyer, his hands on his hips, watching the slaves unpack crates right onto the tiles.

“Heavens, not onto the tiles, Lathe!” Nayara cried. “They’ll scratch them all!”

“Nia!” He threw his arms around her and squeezed, his hands roaming up and down her body, feeling her flesh through the thin tunic. “Lord how I’ve missed you! Egypt was so hot I thought I was going to go up in flames. But I brought back treasures you’ll adore, love of my heart.” His lips caught hers in a kiss that took her breath away and immediately made her think of the lonely bed she had been enduring for months while Salathiel had been away on this voyage to Egypt.

She tugged at his cloak. “Come,” she whispered. “Now.”

Salathiel stroked her cheek, his blue eyes gazing into hers. “Soon,” he murmured. The heat in his eyes and the rigid heat in his body, pressed against hers, was promise enough. His hands were restless against her back and ass. “Soon,” he repeated. “But I want you to meet the man I brought back with me from Egypt. Another one of your kind.”

Her heart jumped. “My...kind?”

“Vampire,” he said softly, so the servants wouldn’t hear.

There was the sound of more horses out the front of the house. More crates being unloaded and the sound of voices being lifted. One voice was lifting above them all. Giving orders. A strong voice, used to command.

The voice was coming closer.

Nayara extended her hearing. 

“...that crate there. Yes. That one. That is for the lady of the house. Be careful! It came all the way from a land beyond Egypt...Yes, you can bring that one into the house. Where is your master?...Thank you.” The man had a strange accent. Soft, lilting, like music to the ear. 

Then the sound of soft steps on the tiles. “Salathiel?” the voice called. “I’ve brought the second load, but there’s a third still at the dock.” The man came into view, moving around the pillars at the end of the foyer. He was dressed like an upper class merchant and was carrying a sack of his possession over one shoulder. He was clean shaven, like Salathiel. He had a refined chin and astonishingly pale skin, despite his black hair.

But it was his eyes that captured Nayara’s attention. Like Salathiel’s, they were different from the endless dark and black eyes she saw most of in Constantinople. As the man drew closer, she saw they were a very light brown.

And that he was staring at her.

Salathiel let her go and held out his arm. “Ryan of Eire...I will not attempt to say your names one more time. I will embarrass myself. Meet the woman that is my life, my heart and my soul. This is the lady Nayara.”

“Lady Nayara.” Ryan of Eire bent in a deep bow. “Salathiel has spoken so highly of you, these last few weeks, I scarcely thought the reality of you could do his praise justice. I see I was wrong.”

Salathiel slapped Ryan’s shoulder. “He’s a fine one, isn’t he, Nia? He talks like that all the time. They’re all poets in his Eire, according to him.”

“It is in the blood, some say,” Ryan agreed. But he was staring at her again. His eyes seemed depthless, like clear pools of water.

Nayara shivered. “You must stay with us, Ryan of Eire,” she said.

“This is your home, too?” Ryan said. He glanced at Salathiel. “I mean...forgive my curiosity. I thought...you said you were not married, Lathe.”

“I am not,” Salathiel replied calmly. He clapped his hands sharply, then waved to dismiss the servants. They lowered the crates and moved out of the room, leaving the three of them alone.

Nayara moved closer to Salathiel’s side once more. But she could not help staring at the newcomer. It had been many years since she had seen another vampire and never one so young-looking. Her own maker had looked older. This Ryan looked like he had been caught in the prime of his youth when he was made. There was vitality and energy about him. How old was he? How long had he been a vampire?

Salathiel gave one of his big, warm smiles. “I did not mislead you, Ryan. I am not married. Neither is the Lady Nayara. By great good fortune, she chooses to stay with me, out of all the men she could chose for companionship in this wonderful city. Until she chooses otherwise, I consider myself blessed.”

Ryan’s brow lifted. “I see,” he said carefully. He looked around. “And this beautiful house?”

“This house is mine,” Nayara replied. “It happens to be closer to the palace than Salathiel’s and it has a larger bath. In winter, we use Salathiel’s house, which has a larger fire pit.”

Ryan considered the matter. “It seems a sensible arrangement,” he said. 

“I’m glad you agree,” Salathiel replied, flinging his arm around Ryan’s shoulders and turning him back to the crates. “Now, where was that small one from Nubia? I want to give it to Nayara straight away.” They moved off toward the front of the house, returning to business. But Ryan’s honey-coloured gaze flickered towards her as they turned the corner and Nayara knew that there was business to settle between her and Salathiel’s new partner, too.

She shivered again, despite the heat.

* * * * *
 

Vienna, 2263 A.D.

Cáel smoothed the tablecloth with his fingers, not quite able to meet Nayara’s gaze. “I don’t think you have to go into quite so much...detail,” he said gently. 

“Be careful what you ask for,” Ryan murmured.

Cáel glanced at him. The vampire was sitting in the shadows cast by the drapes and bowers of chiffon and lace strung about the tables, but his eyes were glittering. Is that what Nayara had noticed the first time she had met him? 

Cáel shook his head. “You really want this sort of detail in the biography? You want Lyle Bean listening to it?”

“You wanted to know about our lives, about us,” Nayara replied. “You used leverage to open that door. You cannot protest now that you want it shut.”

Cáel spread both hands on the table. “It does not bother you to tell me this?”

“Of course it does!” she hissed. “Ryan told you it would. I told you it would. But you insisted.”

“I mean...the intimate details,” Cáel amended.

Nayara blinked. She looked puzzled. Then she glanced helplessly at Ryan.

Ryan leaned forward so that the lights from the dance floor fell on his face. “There’s no difference for us, Cáel. It’s all intimate details we’re sharing. There’s no degree of difference. Not the way you humans divide things up.”

Cáel sighed as the enormity of what he was asking them to do fell into place. “Sweet Jesus,” he breathed. “No wonder you wouldn’t talk to Lyle. Christ. It’s all bedroom secrets for you.”

“I suppose that’s a way to look at it,” Ryan said. He rubbed his temple. “But we both agree with your reasoning about the book. We need to let humans know about us. So...as painful as this might be for us, we need to do it. Talking to you, Cáel, is a compromise we think will work.”

“Why me?” Cáel asked.

Ryan shrugged. “We like you.”

Cáel realized he was staring stupidly at Ryan as he processed the implications behind that simple statement. “Well, thank you,” he said at last. He made himself act casually, even though he was enormously, stupidly pleased by the compliment. Warmed by it. More, truth be told. His body was tightening and thrumming in reaction.

He cleared his throat. “So you met Salathiel and Nayara in fourteen forty-two,” he said to Ryan. “And shortly after that, you became their lovers.”

Ryan smiled. “Are you a voyeur, too, Cáel? Do you want that tale as well?”

Cáel grinned. “It’s up to you. Although...” He shrugged. “I am curious. Salathiel was human.”

Ryan’s smile faded and a faint note of puzzlement replaced it. “He was,” he said evenly. “At first.”

Cáel glanced at Nayara, to see that she was watching and listening carefully. She was motionless, as if she were on high alert. Well, that was understandable, if simply talking about this was embarrassing for them. The subject matter was painful, too. 

Tragedy was always painful to speak about.

Cáel leaned back in his chair, to remove any notion of threat or intimidation. “You’ve both impressed on me any number of times the fact that you consider me to be inferior. Merely human. Yet you took a mere human as a lover, once. I admit I’m curious as to how that happened.”

Ryan glanced at Nayara. She nodded. “I’ll begin. You can finish.”

* * * * *
 

Constantinople. 1443 A.D. 

Ryan Daniel Deasmhumhain had been living in Constantinople for nearly a year and in all that time, he had been staying in Nayara’s house, a permanent guest, when he became her lover. It happened abruptly, without planning, but not unexpectedly.

For the year he had been living under her roof, Ryan had been slowly and silently driving Nayara crazy with unrequited lust and a need so raw and strong that she would spend nights walking the streets to cool her ardour.

Then Ryan’s lazy gaze would catch hers across the dinner table, or from where he sprawled on one of the divans...or when he strode in from the street. It seemed whenever he walked into the room, his gaze caught hers and there was a moment of magic that left her throbbing with anguished need.

But at the same time, her love for Salathiel was stronger than ever. They were the happiest they had ever been. Salathiel was spending more time at home than ever before and spending more time with her than she could remember. His businesses were growing and he was rich and successful. Even Ryan was thriving because of his association with Salathiel. It was a period of blessed bounty.

Nayara would not jeopardise these days, not even for a moment with Ryan, or the touch of his lips, which she yearned for.

Mid-summer arrived and the solstice festival raged in the streets outside. The three of them gathered in the cool inner terrace and Salathiel drank wine chilled in the well.

“It has been an extraordinary year,” Salathiel said, lifting his bronzed cup. “I think you have been a lucky charm for us, Ryan. Since you have arrived here, we have had good fortune everywhere.”

“Coincidence,” Ryan drawl, from his lounging position on the divan across from where Salathiel lay with Nayara pulled up against him on his extra long couch. Between them lay a low table, holding dishes of sweetmeats and treats from far off lands that Ryan and Salathiel had brought back on their ships, or their captains had brought to them, for they were the owners of fleets of ships now. “It was a good year and I happened to arrive at the same time. Our kind are usually considered a curse, not a blessing, Lathe.”

Salathiel shook his head vigorously in denial. Nayara could feel the movement through the contact his body had against her back and buttocks. “I would dispute that with my dying breath,” Salathiel declared, his voice lifting in anger. “You...both of you...have enriched my life in ways that could not possibly be considered a curse. That is fear that speaks, from the mouths of those who do not understand you.”

“Quite likely, yes,” Ryan agreed. “But our lives are not always as peaceful as you have allowed them to be, of late.”

Salathiel fell silent.

Nayara wondered what sort of life Ryan had led before he had met Salathiel. The little hints he had given, like this one, seems to paint a dark picture. But then, her life had dark stretches, too.

She pressed herself up closer against Salathiel.

In response, his arm pulled her in tighter against him, as if he sensed her sudden need for comfort and security.

“You say you are happy, Ryan?” Salathiel asked. His voice rumbled against Nayara’s back.

Ryan hesitated. “I suppose...yes,” he said slowly.

“Well, I am happy. I am one of the happiest men alive in this city,” Salathiel declared. “And I would not change a thing about my life at this very moment. That means, my friend, I must ensure you are happy.”

Ryan smiled a little, the corners of his mouth lifting. Nayara could almost see his thoughts for herself. He was thinking that Salathiel had over-indulged in the wine already. He wasn’t making sense.

“Agh...you’re thinking I’ve drunk too much,” Salathiel said. He put his cup down with a sharp bang on the marble table top, leaning over Nayara to do it, his long arm having no trouble reaching the table. “Let me explain, Irishman. If you are not perfectly happy here, then you will grow unhappy about some small thing. It will grow and grow in your mind, until one day, you cannot stand it anymore and you will leave. And I won’t have you leaving. You will spoil my perfectly wonderful life.”

“I don’t have any plans to leave just yet, Lathe,” Ryan said gently.

“But you are not happy,” Salathiel retorted. “You are not perfectly happy like I am. You must tell me—us—what you need to make you perfectly happy.”

Ryan’s humour fled. He sat up. “You can’t give me what I need to be happy, Lathe.” He stood up. “I need to check on the manifest for that new captain. I don’t trust—“

“Wait!” Salathiel cried, sitting up and just about spilling Nayara onto the tiles in his haste.

Nayara stood, too. Her heart had started beating hurriedly. Fear rippled through her, although she wasn’t certain why.

“Ryan!” Salathiel called.

Ryan halted on the second broad step that led into the house. He kept his back to them both, his head down. He was barefoot, Nayara realized. He wore only a tunic and the belt that pulled it in around his body, sitting down low on his hips. His shoulders and arms gleamed from the little bit of sun he was exposed to on the docks.

“Tell me what it is you want and I will move heaven and earth, if I can, to give it to you,” Salathiel said.

Ryan lifted his head and turned to face them both. His eyes were gleaming with the intensity of the emotions churning inside him. His hands curled into fists. “It’s not all yours to give, Salathiel.” 

His gaze flickered toward Nayara. 

Her breath hurt, she pulled it in so sharply. Salathiel’s expression as he looked at her told her all she needed to know. He had seen Ryan’s glance and he knew.

Ryan closed his eyes and lifted his chin, as if he were praying to God. Then he turn silently and walked back into the house.

Salathiel picked up his wine and drained it, then picked up the pitcher and refilled his cup without calling for the servant. 

Nayara couldn’t control her heart. It was beating all on its own, slamming against her chest. Hurting. She had no idea what to do. She was afraid to take a step forward. It felt like a canyon had just opened up at her feet, one that she couldn’t cross.

Salathiel lifted the cup to his lips and drank heavily again. Then he placed the cup gently on the table and rose to his feet and turned to face her. He cupped her face and smiled. His blue eyes were warm. “Do you believe I love you, Nia, love of my life?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Do you trust me?”

She hesitated. “Yes,” she said, her voice low.

He kissed her cheek. “Rest easy. I will be gone for a while, but I will be back and then we will talk about this.”

“You will not stay the night?” They had planned a whole night of celebrations, the three of them, for the mid-summer evening... Now, she would spend it alone and terrified.

“I can’t. There is a ship coming in late. I have to inspect the shipment. I will be at the dock all night. I’m sorry, Nia. Word came late this evening.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his knuckles. “I will return tomorrow.” He kissed her gently, but it was devoid of passion and she could tell his thoughts were far away from love.

He strode from the terrace and into the house without looking back, just as Ryan had done.



Ryan found her there an hour later. Nayara was still sitting on the divan, watching the first of the evening stars peek through the trellis at the top of the terrace. She could not cry and was too bewildered to try even if she could. 

He sat next to her and looked up. “Lathe came and found me before he headed to the docks,” he said softly. “He went out of his way to tell me where he was going for the night.”

Nayara turned her head to look at Ryan in the deepening night. “He’s giving me to you?” she asked dryly. “How generous of him.”

“He’s removing himself from the equation,” Ryan replied. “The first day I met you, Nayara, he made it very clear that you chose him. You are the one that chooses to stay with him, day after day, after year. He knows that. He said it, that first day. Now, he’s giving you another choice.”

“You,” she said flatly.

“If you’ll have me,” Ryan replied. “If you’ll reach out and take me. I know you want me, Nayara. I’ve watched you for a year and I know you, now. God, I’ve loved you for most of it. How could I not know?”

She gasped. “You can’t love me,” she said slowly. “Salathiel—”

“He knows, too,” Ryan said.

Nayara closed her eyes as her fear bloomed large. “Knows what?” she pleaded. 

“All of it, I think,” Ryan replied. His hand, with the long clever fingers, curled around the back of her neck. “He is too clever not to have seen it, Nia.”

She pressed her hand against his chest, feeling the hard wall of muscle and sinew. “Seen what?” she asked, although she already guessed what Ryan’s answer would be.

He drew her head closer to his. “That you love me just as you love Salathiel,” Ryan told her. 

He was stronger than her, physically and emotionally. He dominated her, drew her into him. In truth she longed for him to stake the sort of claim that Salathiel never could, being human. Ryan either sensed her need, or was naturally inclined that way. His kiss was hard and demanding and his hands ran along the length of her body, feeling their way, even as his tongue thrust deep into her mouth. There was no gentle seduction. No coy teasing.

Even as he kissed her, Ryan lay her back on the divan, his knee thrusting between her thighs, separating them.

Arousal spread through her like a flame rising up in a fire gone wild. It whooshed the length of her body, making Nayara gasped against Ryan’s lips.

He lifted his head to look at her properly. “Next time will be more sedate. I’ve waited too long for this, Nia.”

Next time. She shuddered in anticipation, even as his fingers gathered up the hem of her tunic and pushed it above her hips. She fumbled to rid him of his own short tunic and the cumbersome belt.

Ryan naked was as glorious as she had suspected him to be. There were rounded muscles, that rippled over his stomach. And his member was rigid and erect. Throbbing with the limited blood supply a vampire could spare for sex.

He lifted her knee, leaned over her and pushed into her. The sound he made as he buried himself inside her was halfway between a growl and a groan. It came from deep inside him.

Nayara curled her leg over his hip, as her body squeezed and trembled around him. She was already nearing the peak of pleasure and Ryan had done nothing more elaborate than kiss her.

His fingers curled over the edge of her tunic, at the neckline. He ripped it aside with an impatient wrench, baring her breasts. He exhaled heavily at the sight of them. “Perfect,” he muttered and lowered his head to nip and lick at the tips with his teeth and tongue.

He thrust slowly in and out of her as he worked, but that was its own torture. Nayara fell to pieces around him, her hips lifting under the sweet pressure of his thrusting, her body wriggling, until Ryan lifted his head with a low curse. 

She felt his shaft spasm and quiver and that triggered her own release. She clutched at Ryan’s shoulders, acquainting herself with their actual width, as she lifted her back off the divan and came with a low, harsh cry.

Ryan gave one last, hard thrust and emptied himself into her, his arms and the tendons in his neck straining as he climaxed. 

Then, as he relaxed, he slid his arm under Nayara, picked her up and turned onto his back, bringing her with him.

He brushed her hair out of his face and her eyes. “Now, where was I?” he murmured. “Mmm... I can start here.” And he kissed her again. This time, the kiss was slow, deep and long. Passionate. An expression of emotion, not just a taking.

Next time, Nayara realized, pleasure tingling through her.

* * * * *
 

Vienna, 2263 A.D.

“Of course, ‘next time’ lasted all that night and into the next morning,” Nayara finished, with a small smile at Cáel. 

“I was making up for lost time,” Ryan observed. He didn’t sound at all uncomfortable, having his sex life discussed so openly. He sat in his chair, an arm resting on the table, relaxed and comfortable in his evening suit.

Cáel shifted on the wrought iron chair, moving his knees to make room for the painfully uncomfortable erection he’d developed as his imagination had built the picture Nayara’s words had provided for him. It had taken all his training and practice to sit still at the table and look unmoved by the tale. He knew without doubt that he couldn’t react sharply to anything these two told him, or they would shut up and no force in the universe would ever get another word from them.

He had them talking now. He had to do whatever it took to keep them talking. If that meant suffering through the most powerful arousal known to man and not letting them see it, so be it.

So instead of reacting to Ryan’s amusement, Cáel focused on the original question that had prompted the tale. “Salathiel must have been an extraordinary man. To have trusted you both and loved you, Nayara, enough to give you both what you wanted, in order to keep everyone happy. Is that why you took him—a human—as a lover?”

“Maybe we have simply changed since then and that is why we don’t take human lovers anymore,” Nayara replied.

Cáel shook his head. “Vampires don’t change. You keep telling me that. Memories stay the same. You stay the same. Emotions go on endlessly.”

“Perhaps we just made a mistake with Salathiel,” Ryan said quietly. There was pain in his tone. It was raw and bruised. “A mistake we will never make again.”






  











Chapter Seven
 

Cáel glanced over to the dance floor. “The ball is ending, but you still owe me your half of the story, Ryan. Perhaps...on the way back in the carriage?”

Ryan frowned. “Why bother with the carriage?”

Nayara was standing up, pulling her train in around her. Picking up her tiny evening clutch.

Ryan meant jumping back to the station. Cáel’s pulse spiked. Did that mean they were offering to take him with them? Or were they ending the evening right now? Would he not hear Ryan’s story after all? He didn’t want to ask. He felt he had achieved far more this evening than he had ever dreamed or fairly expected to. To end the evening with the added bonus of the privilege of being jumped back to the station with them seemed far beyond expectations.

Cáel stood up and pushed the small recorder into his pocket. “I can have your coat returned to you, Nayara. It will still be in the carriage.” He glanced out on the dance floor. “I have a feeling Brenden may not be returning to the station tonight.”

Ryan grinned. “I think that one is a given. Brenden has discovered a new hunting ground. He’ll be months depleting this stock.”

Cáel snorted. “I’ve spent decades fighting off charity wives, Ryan. I know what he’s up against. He may never run out of fresh meat.”

Nayara was suddenly at Cáel’s side, a soft rustle of chiffon and sequins. “I can’t jump in this and take a companion, too,” she told Ryan. “The train doesn’t behave.”

Ryan nodded. “I’ll take him.” He stepped around the table toward them and Cáel realized that he was going to get Ryan’s story after all.

Nayara glanced over Ryan’s shoulder. Looking for observers, Cáel realized. Then she smiled at Cáel. “See you there,” she said. She turned, leaning forward, as if she were falling. Then, abruptly, she was simply not there.

Cáel caught his breath. He had only been taken on a jump a handful of times and he had never seen anyone else jump in front of him before.

“It’s fascinating, until you get used to it,” Ryan told him. He threaded his arm under Cáel’s and drew him against his body. “Especially the way Nayara falls into it. I prefer to jump. On three. One. Two. Three.”

Cáel jumped with Ryan and felt the rough plucking of forces tearing at him and putting him back together again. It was very brief this time. When he had travelled into the past, the complete lack of sensation and the sense of disintegration had lasted longer.

Then he blinked and found he was standing in Ryan’s office.

“Not an arrival chamber?” he queried.

“Our offices are arrival chambers,” Ryan said. “They’re keyed for arrivals and won’t let anyone in until we have returned, if we set them up that way, which we do whenever we leave the station. It gives us a quick way to return home if we need it.”

The door that connected Ryan’s office to Nayara’s made a chiming sound. 

“We’re here!” Ryan called.

The door opened and Nayara glided in, the ball gown train drifting elegantly behind her. She was carrying a tray, which she placed on the table in front of Ryan’s sofa. “Espresso and baklava. Sit down, Cáel and make yourself comfortable.”

His mouth watered. “I presume it is only the best baklava money could buy. You two spoil me utterly.”

“How else will we ensure you keep visiting, if we don’t ply you with the best?” Ryan replied. “But I think this baklava was quite cheap. A little merchant stall in Istanbul’s market. It’s handmade and I watched him make it myself.”

“You don’t have that sort of time,” Cáel challenged.

“I did when I went back to 1883 yesterday. I spent a week there.”

Cáel sat and picked up the demi-cup of piping hot coffee. “I keep forgetting the advantages of time travel.”

“There are drawbacks,” Nayara replied, settling into a chair opposite him. “Dangers we deal with every day. The perks don’t come close to compensating.”

Cáel sipped. The coffee, of course, was perfect. “So now that you have me here, tell me the rest of the story, Ryan.”

“I will, but first, Nayara must finish her part in it.”

Cáel glanced at Nayara. She sat, a glowing picture of elegance, but there was a tiny furrow etched between her brows. 

“There is more to add to yours?” Cáel asked delicately.

She sighed. “I don’t like this part. I feel so foolish. Even now.”

Ryan touched her shoulder. Cáel had never seen him voluntarily touch her before. She looked up at him. 

“It wasn’t done to make you look foolish.”

“I know.” She gave Cáel a small smile. “They did it because they were afraid of me. Afraid of what I would do.” Her smile turned into a grimace. “I am so terrifying, no?”

Cáel gave a small shrug. “I find you are, sometimes.” He smiled at her to take the sting out of it.

Nayara laughed. “I should not have asked.”

Ryan gave a low chuckle. “And you’re dodging the tale, too.”

“Yes, yes. I know. “ Nayara folded her hands and put them in her lap, then looked at Cáel. “Can you guess what happened next, Cáel?”

“I would, if I could spare you the tale,” Cáel said honestly. “But I don’t think like story-tellers, so even your hints are not enough for me to guess. I’m sorry.”

“Ah well.” She sighed. “It was quite obvious, in hindsight.”

* * * * *
 

Constantinople. 1443 A.D. 

Although they did not sleep and had no need for beds for the normal human reasons, both Nayara and Ryan had bedchambers each in the big house, where they kept their personal possessions, changed clothes and tended to their appearance. They had beds in those chambers, too, to maintain the illusion of humanity for the sake of the odd stranger and for the servants who had access to their rooms.

After making love all night on the divan, Nayara reluctantly sent Ryan away from her as the sun lifted above the ledge of the terrace. She was aware that Salathiel would return very soon and she needed time to gather her composure and to figure out how to face him.

Ryan was as unwilling to pull himself away from her as she was to have him leave, especially as Nayara refused to speak of any sort of future between them. She would not entertain the idea. “I love Salathiel,” she reiterated many times. “I will not hurt him any more than this one night will cost him. You have your gift, Ryan. Take it and be grateful.” 

But when the servants stirred and began to move about the house, Ryan gave her his tunic to cover her body, for her own was in ruins. It forced him to return to his own room and he left, his body tight with tension and pain.

Nayara fled to the sanctuary of her chamber and swiftly donned more suitable day clothing, her heart hammering hard, her body trembling. She knew she had to repair the damage she had just caused. An apology, or an explanation. Something. She could not leave hurt feelings between them, or Ryan might well leave after all and for that, Salathiel would never forgive her.

Once she was dressed appropriately for a lady of her rank and station, she hurried through the house to the north side, which was cooler and shadier. She was so intent on forming the words she would speak and rehearsing them in her head, that she was inside the vestibule that led into Ryan’s chamber before she realized he had company. Someone else was in there with him. He was talking to them, his voice low and harsh.

Nayara caught her hand to her chest, because Ryan was talking about her.

“...you don’t tell her, I will. It can’t go on like this anymore. I love her too much to hurt her this way.”

Nayara could barely breathe. She was waiting for the response. She already knew, in her heart, who would answer, but she needed to hear the answer. She needed to know for sure. She wanted the confirmation of exactly how blind and trusting she had been.

There was the sound of a heavy sigh. A long silence. 

“I never meant it to be like this,” Salathiel replied. “I was simply...”

Silence.

“You wanted her to stay,” Ryan finished. “So did I.”

Nayara’s heart actually hurt. She squeezed, trying to stop the pain, but it didn’t help. Finally, she knew she could not hover in the vestibule like a thief for another moment. She couldn’t stand it. 

So she pushed open the shutter than was shielding her and stepped into the room.

Ryan sat on the edge of the low bed, his elbows on his knees, his head in his hands. He was still naked.

And Salathiel sat on the bed next to him. Just as naked. It was clear from the tangled coverlet and cushions that Salathiel had used the bed for the night. He had been nowhere near the docks.

Salathiel’s hand was on Ryan’s shoulder. Comforting. Caressing.

Confirming Nayara’s conclusions.

The pair of them looked up at her. To her relief, neither of them jumped up or tried to cover up. They simply looked...defeated. There was so little surprise in their faces that Nayara felt almost indignant.

“How long?” she demanded.

“How long?” Ryan repeated, sounding puzzled. “What do you mean? I don’t understand.” His voice was low. 

“How long have the two of you been lovers?” Nia demanded.

Ryan glanced at Salathiel. Salathiel’s mouth opened, shock slithering over his features. Ryan turned to her, rising to his feet. “Is that what you think, Nia? That we have been...cheating, behind your back?”

“Lathe had his hand on you. He’s naked in your bed. You spoke of telling me the truth...what else am I to think?” Nayara demanded.

“And what of last night?” Ryan asked. “Where would that fit in, if Salathiel and I had been lovers all along?”

Nayara could feel her thoughts starting to slither and disintegrate. Emotion was overwhelming her. “I don’t know!” she cried. “All I know is that right now, you both are hiding something from me! I feel like my life might shatter and change completely once I know and you won’t tell me!”

Ryan’s arms came around her, instantly comforting and strong. He kissed her forehead, then turned to look at Salathiel. “The damage is already done, Lathe. There’s no point in not telling her.”

Salathiel nodded. He gave a great gusty sigh. “Nia, know that I love you.” He hesitated. “And for some time now, I have loved Ryan, too. But we have done nothing you would hate us for.”

Nia started and Ryan’s arm’s tightened around her. “Shhh...” he murmured. “Listen.”

“We have struggled with this, Nia. I didn’t want to lose you...and Ryan wanted you, too. Last night...well, last night was an attempt to resolve the dilemma.” Salathiel shrugged. “It didn’t work. You are too principled, it seems. You sent Ryan away again.”

Nayara could feel disbelief and a growing sense of wonder dawning in her. There was also anger there, for the pain that had needlessly been suffered, but she quenched the impulse to lash out.

“Ryan, would you leave me and Lathe, for a moment? I want to speak to him alone.”

Ryan looked down at her. “Are you sure?”

“Salathiel can’t harm me, even if he wanted to. I’m sure.” She gave him a smile. “I have some things to say that I’d rather you not hear...for now, anyway.”

Ryan hesitated.

“I’ll speak to you in a minute,” Nayara promised.

“Very well,” Ryan agreed. He picked up another tunic, a clean one, from the press against the wall and threw it on as he left the room.

Salathiel was watching her, his blue eyes wary. His unruly hair looked almost copper in the early sunlight blazing through the lattice screens.

Nayara picked up his big hand and threaded her fingers between his. She could only push her fingers down to his first knuckles, for his hands were so big, it spread her own fingers too wide. “Do you believe I love you, love of my life?”

He jumped, like he had been deeply startled. “Yes,” he breathed, his voice thick with emotion. He turned to her. “Nayara...”

“Do you trust me?” she insisted.

“Oh god,” he said, in pain-filled voice.

“Shh...” She touched her fingers to his lips. “I have many errands to do at the markets today. I plan to be away all day.”

He was trembling. “Nia, don’t do this just because—”

She kissed him to silence him and he returned the kiss with a ferocity that would have normally overwhelmed her with feelings of passion and need, except that her mind was occupied with plans and schemes. Anticipation.

Salathiel caught her face in his hands. “You will be back?” he asked her. “Promise me you will return.” There was a desperate quality in the question that reassured her far more than any ardent promises of love he might have made.

“I will be back,” she said and she was able to smile at him as she got to her feet. “But it will be later this evening, when the lamps are lit.” 

“Nia, I love you,” Salathiel said simply, as she turned away. 

She believed him.

* * * * *
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

Cáel stretched and rolled over, then sat up as he realized he was not in his own bed. 

The star field through the window directly over the head of the bed instantly oriented him. 

Ryan’s bed. Again. He must have fallen asleep—or Nayara had made him sleep. The end of her tale had taken longer to tell than either of them had anticipated, for she had stopped and started, the words difficult to find and speak aloud. Ryan had sat in the darkest corner of her office, not helping. He had been a silent, even darker shadow. Had he been ashamed of the moment of complete vulnerability she had been painting, as she sat there in her velvet and sequins and spoke in her soft voice of unrequited, desperate love and a woman who had thought herself badly wronged, but still insisted on returning a celebration day favour despite the hurt she felt?

Cáel glanced at his wrist to check the time and saw that it was bare. “Time?” he called out, wondering if the computer had been synchronized to his voice.

“Oh three hundred and thirty-two hours,” the computer replied, in a pleasant contralto. It was just gone three-thirty in the morning. He had been asleep for about ninety minutes. The cat-nap would be enough for him to keep going a few hours longer and he wanted the rest of the story—Ryan’s half of the story—before either of them decided story-telling was done with for the night, or forever.

Cáel threw back the covers to slide out of bed and paused.

He was naked.

He sat on the edge of the bed, his pulse settling and reasoned it out. He had been wearing a five thousand dollar evening suit and Ryan was picky enough about his own clothes to know the value of the suit. Unlike last time, he wouldn’t have wanted Cáel to sleep in dress pants.

Who had stripped him down? Did it really matter? The act had been meant in kindness. Considering the wholesale intimate probing Ryan and Nayara were exposing themselves to, this was nothing. 

Cáel spotted his clothes hanging neatly over the back of a tall chair, a few feet away. His watch and other possessions were sitting on the seat. So he got up and dressed in the semi dark, then walked back out into Ryan’s office. The door obligingly opened for him and he blinked at the lights from the office. Tiredness pulled at him, despite the nap. He would have to sleep properly, soon.

Ryan and Nayara were sitting in chairs at either end of the coffee table that sat in front of the sofa, all grouped under the window with the view of earth. They looked up as he entered. They had changed clothes while he slept. They were wearing what Cáel considered their usual work wear. Ryan was in black once more and Nayara still in green, but it was one of her business robes. Boots peeked out from under the hem. She had her feet up on the edge of the coffee table and a reading board on her knees.

“I want the rest of the story,” Cáel told them. There was no point in prevaricating. “You can’t leave it there and not tell me the rest.”

Nayara blinked. It was her only reaction.

Ryan gave a small smile. “You know how it ends, Cáel. There’s no suspense.”

Cáel stepped right over the table and sat on the sofa between them. “You don’t see it, either of you. It’s your lives, so you can’t step away from it. I know this is private information you’re sharing and that doesn’t help you see how truly fascinating it all is to this human who is listening to it. I suspect millions of readers will find it just as fascinating as I do.”

Ryan rubbed his temple with his long fingers. He looked awkward. “If you insist,” he said at last. “For right now, I can only do this if I am telling a friend. As soon as you make this about telling strangers, Cáel, it makes it impossible.”

Cáel held up his hand. “This friend is pleased you can do that much. I’ve known you for nearly a year now and this is the first time I’ve got more than a hint from you about anything more distant than yesterday. I’m pathetically grateful.”

“Has it been a year?” Nayara asked, sounding surprised. “Why, yes, it has, hasn’t it? Your time trip was around the time Tally went back to Bannockburn and met Rob.”

Ryan was still rubbing at his temple. “You’re beginning to understand just how different vampires are from humans, Cáel.”

“Bullshit,” Cáel shot back. “I’ve known many vampires and none of them are as closed off as you two.”

Ryan’s hand dropped and his eyes widened.

Cáel heard Nayara’s tiny intake of breath.

Cáel drew in air, fighting for calm. “My apologies,” he replied. “I am tired. That is my only excuse.”

“You don’t have an excuse,” Ryan said. His voice was quiet and Cáel couldn’t tell if it held menace or was calm. “You meant to say exactly what you said. Don’t try to apologize for the truth. It belittles both you and the fact.”

Cáel swallowed. He sat very still. Waiting.

Nayara sat up and put the reading board on the coffee table. “I’ll get more coffee,” she said, in a tone that sounded like she was agreeing with Ryan, even though he hadn’t spoken.

“Thank you,” Ryan said.

When the outer door to his office had closed behind her, Cáel looked at Ryan. “Does she read minds?”

“Vampires can’t perform psi tricks on other vampires unless they’re in human form,” Ryan replied. “It’s a nice privacy shield, but damned inconvenient at times. Why?”

Cáel shook his head. “You two operate like two halves of one whole at times. Are you aware of that?”

“We’ve known each other a long time. It happens.”

Cáel let the silence stretch and waited again. He wasn’t going to press again. Not now. He was aware that he had pushed his luck far enough. It was up to Ryan, now.

Ryan sighed and leaned back in his chair. “Now I understand Nia’s reluctance. This is...difficult.”

Cáel let out his breath. “She came to you, after speaking to Salathiel, yes?”

Ryan nodded. “That was one of the worst five minutes of my life, waiting for her that day, wondering what she would say...”

* * * * *
 

Constantinople. 1443 A.D. 

Nia swept into the grand main room and her appearance tightened Ryan’s gut and body, reminding him of highlights of the night just past. He could recall the taste of her flesh, the feel of her in his arms, how her body had fitted against his, how it had felt to slide into her, over and over again.

She didn’t look like a seventeen year old maiden today. She wasn’t wearing the simple tunic and mantle, with her hair down to her waist and free like a girl’s, as she had been yesterday, or the day they had first met. Today she was wearing the sort of high fashion that was expected if one was going to the markets. It was very European and colourful. The kirtle was tight, skimming her trim figure, while the gown over the top hugged her breasts and seemed to lift them up, while trailing down to the ground in drapes of green, purple and red silk. 

Her hair was pinned and coiled and respectable and golden earrings dangled from her ears. Nia was stunning and every inch a lady.

She stood in front of him and called for Anya, her personal servant, and Hyaleus, the manservant who protected her on the streets.

“Where are you going?” Ryan demanded, his heart jumping in fear.

Nayara rested her hand on his shoulder. Her touch was light. “I’m going out of my way to tell you where I’m going for the day.”

His breath, as he drew it in, shuddered. He was too shocked to speak. A thousand questions bloomed, too fast for him to find the most important one to ask first. But along with the questions grew hope.

“I’m going to the markets for the day,” Nia added. “I won’t be back until lamplight.” 

She turned to Anya as the serving woman arrived with her cloak and bags and outdoor sandals and the big sunshade for Nia. “Ready?”

Anya nodded.

“Gather the others and wait for me at the door,” Nia told her. 

Anya moved into the foyer and waved to Hyaleus, indicating he should come with her.

Nia turned back to Ryan. She gave him a small smile. Her eyes, usually so revealing, were giving away nothing. “I’m removing myself from the equation,” she told him.

Ryan caught her arm as she turned away. “Not forever,” he said and he couldn’t help the questioning note that emerged.

“Just until lamplight,” she told him.

But he couldn’t leave it at that. He drew her back to him and kissed her. It was intoxicating. How had he lived without these kisses for a year? How had he lived with her and merely imagined what they might be like? His imaginings had been poor substitutes.

“Ryan,” she protested breathlessly when he released her.

“I’m sorry. I could find no other way to say it. And it had to be said.” He stepped away from her. “I hope your market day is a pleasant one.”

Her smile was jittery. “Yes...well...” She turned and glided away, graceful and erect, her head held high, her shoulders square.






  










 

Chapter Eight
 

Salathiel was waiting for Ryan in his room. He wore his tunic from the day before, the sleeveless one that showed the muscles bunching and playing in his tanned and corded arms. The tunic was old and stopped above his knees.

He was barefoot, still. He stood at the window, looking out over the shutters that covered the lower half of the open window. The dome of St. Sophia was visible, shining in the bright morning sunshine. It was going to be a dazzlingly beautiful day.

Salathiel turned to face Ryan. “She sent you back.” He took a steadying breath. “Neither of us deserve her.”

“Yet you just might get to keep her,” Ryan said, trying to keep the bitterness out of his voice. “She said she will return at lamplight.” He came to a halt in the middle of the room, unable to move any closer to Salathiel. Reluctance had suddenly mired his feet.

Salathiel watched him slow and halt and pushed himself away from the window. “Ah, the testing moment, vampire.”

Ryan frowned.

Salathiel moved toward him. “You have been roaming the world for more years than you care to name even to me. Freedom is a heady taste. It’s like wine. It grows on the tongue. You’ve been free a good long while. And now, after going where you want, when you wish, for a year you have found your heart anchored and that has halted your wandering ways.” 

Salathiel moved behind Ryan and he could feel the man’s body, very close. He could feel the human’s heat. Ryan’s heart began to beat, all by itself. His body, still recovering from the sensations Nia had produced, began to thrum all over again.

Salathiel was not much taller than Ryan. But he was tall enough to lean in from behind and murmur in Ryan’s ear. “Now you find yourself tied to a human.”

The clip holding the tunic together on Ryan’s shoulder was pulled out, releasing the folds of fabric. It was enough to let the other side of the tunic slide down his other shoulder and on to the floor. Salathiel pushed the tunic away with his foot, leaving Ryan naked once more.

Something fluttered out of the corner of his eye and he turned to see Salathiel’s tunic land on top of his own.

Ryan’s pulse leapt.

Salathiel’s hands settled on his hips and Ryan gasped at the contact. The heat from Salathiel was astonishing. 

“Your heart is committed,” Salathiel said, as he slowly drew around Ryan, to face him once more. His big hands stayed on Ryan’s hips, swivelling around as Salathiel moved. “But now that you stand on the brink, you’re wondering what you’ve let yourself in for, if you can stomach being held to one place, if you will hold with being human once more. If you can accept love.” Salathiel looked him in the eye. “Is that why you could not cross the floor, Ryan?” 

He was a glorious specimen of a man. He glowed with vitality, health and aliveness. His blue eyes snapped with fire and his flesh rippled with muscles.

 “I have lived so many lifetimes more than you, Lathe, that I’m afraid to tell you how many least you recoil in horror. So why is it that you, the human, is reassuring me?”

Salathiel grinned. “Because you are the one who is troubled.”

Ryan sighed. “Yes.”

Salathiel curled his hand around Ryan’s neck and drew him closer. “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered and kissed him.

There had been near kisses in the past. Caresses. Fleeting touches. Heated looks. Just like with Nia, all of them paled when compared to this moment, the actuality. 

Ryan groaned and let his senses drown in the kiss. He had anticipated this moment. Wanted it. Now the moment was here and it was as sweet as any he had shared with Nia last night. 

Ryan let Salathiel draw him toward the bed. His heart, normally under his control, had become its own master. It was running a tattoo against his ribs, beating frantically.

Salathiel stepped backwards, his hand on Ryan’s hip tugging him a pace at a time. His lips did not leave Ryan’s as he moved.

Until they were standing at the edge of the bed. Salathiel let Ryan go and simply looked at him. “I did not think kissing you would be as good as it is,” he said simply. “Even though I have wanted to for so long.”

Ryan found the laugh rising to his lips naturally. It felt good. He reached for Salathiel, sliding his arm around Lathe’s waist. “Lathe, you’re a beautiful man.”

Salathiel frowned. “No, I’m not. Even Nia says I’m not. My nose is too big, my chin too wide. You, on the other hand—”

Ryan shook his head. “I wasn’t talking about appearance.” He gave Salathiel another quick kiss, but it turned into a long, lingering sensual one. The mood changed between them. Passion flared. 

Ryan could feel the rising of nearly a year of wanting and lust, waiting to be fulfilled, starting to drive both their bodies. Now that he was free to touch and take, his mind was filled with possibilities, with potential. His hand trembled as he stroked Lathe’s body, sliding his hand down to cup the man’s hard buttock and squeeze it. He was rewarded with a groan and the shift of Lathe’s hip. The jerk of his pelvis, which made his rigid shaft brush softly against Ryan’s hip. The delicate brush was like the touch of a chill breeze on a hot summer’s day. It sent ripples down Ryan’s spine and tightened already screaming nerves to fraying point.

Salathiel was the first to fall to his knees and Ryan clenched his jaw to hold back a deep moan as Salathiel slid his hands the length of Ryan’s thighs.

The first touch of Lathe’s hand around his member drove Ryan’s hand into his hair, to curl around his thick, wavy locks and clench. Ryan’s breathing became heavier.

Lathe’s lips slid over the tip of his shaft, driving him deep into his mouth. Heat and moisture. Delicious sensations slammed through Ryan’s mind and body. His hips jerked and he heard himself groan again. But Lathe didn’t spare him. His mouth worked his shaft with a knowing touch and Ryan’s pleasure swiftly built toward a stunning peak. He vibrated with the intensity of it. “Lathe,” he breathed. “Have mercy...”

But Lathe did not spare him. The climax blasted through Ryan like a volcanic eruption and he cried out as his body seemed to lock and drain in hard, furious jerks. 

There was no chance for recovery or ease. His heart still thundered as Salathiel stood, a crooked grin on his face. “That was worth it, just to hear that sound from you.” His own shaft was thick with blood, dark with it, proving that Lathe had enjoyed himself more than a little. He circled around behind Ryan again, only this time, he was not nearly as cautious. His body brushed and bumped against Ryan, his shaft stroking his hip in a hot swipe of flesh that made Ryan shiver in reaction.

Lathe ran his hands up Ryan’s back. “You are so pale.”

“It comes from being a vampire,” Ryan said. “I can only withstand a little sun, especially here.”

“Your flesh is much whiter than a Byzantine’s,” Lathe said. “It’s not just the vampire in you.”

“It’s the Celt in me,” Ryan replied. He caught his breath as Lathe’s fingertips brushed between his buttocks. Then the big hands were on his shoulders, pressing on him. Pressing him over. Bending him.

Excitement flared in him as he realized what Lathe intended to do to him next. “You will need oil,” he said and his voice was hoarse with the pleasure already building in him.

“I have it,” Lathe replied. “I found it while I was waiting for you to return. How long have you had it hidden away here in your room, waiting for a moment that might never happen, hmm?”

Ryan closed his eyes as he balanced himself with his hands on the edge of the low bed. “In truth, I forgot it was there.”

Lathe pushed Ryan’s feet apart with his own. Even that simple movement brought a thrill to the pit of his stomach as he was exposed to Lathe’s gaze.

Then the touch of the oil, warmed from Lathe’s hand. Lathe let it drop gently between Ryan’s cheeks, then his finger spread it. The touch of his finger was enough to make Ryan clench and bite back a deep groan. His shaft was hardening once more. His heart was thrumming.

Lathe spread the oil with leisurely, teasing strokes, from his anus down to his sac and that touch was almost more than Ryan could bear. He gripped the edge of the bed and gritted his teeth, fighting to remain still. “You’re killing me,” Ryan muttered.

“You can’t be killed,” Lathe pointed out. But he at last gripped Ryan’s hips with his big hands and Ryan felt the touch of the thick end of Lathe’s shaft against him. The pressure increased and then Lathe was inside him—and the pressure transformed into a deep pleasurable building lust.

Ryan gasped, his grip on the bed tightening. He heard the rip of fabric under his grip but was unable to loosen his grasp. Not now. He was held by the rising tide of need.

Lathe groaned as he thrust. “Too much. Much too much.”

“This time,” Ryan breathed.

“Gods!” Lathe cried. His thrusting increased. Deepened. Ryan could feel the trembling in the man. 

“Come for me,” Ryan coaxed.

With a roar, Lathe climaxed, slamming himself into Ryan in good, hard strokes. 

Then Lathe withdrew and fell on the bed, curled up on his side and Ryan could see he was shaking with the lingering effects of his pleasure.

Ryan eased himself onto the bed beside him and rested his hand on Lathe’s shoulder. He could feel the trembling through his hand. “What is the matter?” he asked.

Lathe covered his eyes with his hand. For a long minute he lay silently, the shaking growing worse. Then he swallowed. “I’m happy,” he said, sounding anything but happy. He pulled his hand away from his eyes and Ryan was startled, for his eyes were swimming with tears. 

“Why do you not sound happy, then?” Ryan asked.

“Because I’m terrified for what the lamplight will bring.”

* * * * *
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

Cáel waited while Ryan signed reading boards, took calls, answered messages and completed a dozen other tasks. Sleep threatened but Cáel forced himself to stay awake even though by his internal clock, dawn was coming and it had been a long, astounding night full of revelations. He wouldn’t take back a moment of this evening, but he did envy Ryan and Nayara their lack of need for sleep, food and rest.

Ryan stood up and moved around the desk, dousing the light that shone directly over it and strode toward the sofa where Cáel sat waiting. “I mean this in the most respectful way, Cáel, but do you intend to return home at any time in the next few hours?”

Cáel shook his head. “You said ‘clear your calendar’. I did. I am at your disposal until however long it takes to hear your tales, you and Nayara.”

Ryan halted, five metres away from the coffee table, surprise etching itself across his face. “When did you do that? I didn’t see you send any messages.”

“At the ball, not long after you made the conditions of this bargain clear,” Cáel replied. “I intend to live up to my side of it.”

Ryan perched on the arm of the chair that flanked the table. “I also meant ‘how”. How did you send the message? You barely left the table except to dance with Nia, or to talk to Lyle Bean.” He lifted a brow. “Ah. You did it then. You work fast, Assemblyman.”

“I’ve learned the value of efficiency.”

“Your affairs will not suffer from your absence?”

“If they did suffer from a few days absence, my affairs aren’t structured well enough and I need to know that.” Cáel shrugged. “My people are all good people. They’ll cope.”

Ryan smiled. It was a warm expression that caught Cáel by surprise, for it touched his eyes and made them seem far less remote. Far more...human. “Then we’d better find you a change of clothes and some food.”

“Breakfast would be wonderful,” Cáel admitted.



They sat in Nayara’s office for breakfast. Espresso, fried eggplant and bacon and even Ryan and Nayara sniffed appreciatively as the tray was brought in. Cáel’s stomach rumbled emptily as he sat down.

“The news about the ball has been released to the nets, by the way,” Nayara said, as Cáel picked up his knife and fork.

“Bad?” Cáel asked.

She wrinkled her nose. 

Ryan made a sound in his throat. Cáel didn’t know if it was a growl or if he was clearing it. Ryan looked annoyed.

“Brenden...not so bad,” she summarized. “But there are lots of long, slow close ups of Ryan’s incisors and the juice dripping down his hand. It doesn’t look good.”

Cáel sighed. “I have to believe any exposure will end up being worth it in the long run. Let’s move on.”

“’There’s no such thing as bad publicity’?” Ryan quoted. “Have you ever been the victim of a bad news cycle?”

“Actually, yes,” Cáel told him. “It will pass.” He took a bite of bacon and deliberately changed subjects. “What happened at lamplight?” 

Nayara glanced at Ryan. “You’ve not told him that yet?”

Ryan shook his head. “The details take longer to tell than I thought they would.”

Nayara nodded. “You need more practice. You can tell him that part, too.” She sat back in her chair, moving it around so that she was facing Ryan just as Cáel was. She poured the thick black coffee into the demitasse cup for Cáel and dipped her finger into the liquid and licked it, then sat back again.

Cáel hid his smile. He wondered if Nayara was aware of the familiarity in what she had just done.

From the surprise in Ryan’s face, he didn’t think so.

Cáel looked at Ryan. “At lamplight?” he prompted.

* * * * *
 

Constantinople. 1443 A.D.

Lathe and Ryan lingered in Ryan’s chamber all day. They made love interspersed with talk, caresses and more talk, for now they were free to acknowledge their feelings and what lay in their hearts.

The only thing they did not speak of was what would happen in the future and as the shadows lengthened and the day drew to an end, the silences between their talk also grew in length and became more tense.

As the criers called the sunset, Ryan moved to the edge of the bed. 

“Where are you going?” Lathe demanded sharply.

“It is time, Lathe,” Ryan said quietly. “She will be back soon, if she isn’t already. We’ve had our day.”

“And that is the end of it?” Lathe demanded.

“I don’t know,” Ryan replied honestly. “I can’t see how any of this can end happily for anyone. But I do know I don’t want her to find us here a second time. I don’t want to rub salt in the wound.”

“Too late, Ryan,” Nayara’s voice murmured from the vestibule.

Ryan turned to face the shutters hiding the vestibule from his view, his heart sinking, much as it had this morning when he realized that Nia had watched and heard him and Lathe speak truths she would find unbearably painful. 

“Nia...” he began, but could find nothing else to say.

“Nayara, you have returned when you said you would,” Lathe said. “I can’t tell you how that pleases me.”

She pushed open one of the shutters and stepped through.

Ryan’s breath locked in his chest at the sight of her.

She wore an old fashioned tunic, like the women would have once worn when this city had been called Byzantium, before Constantine renamed it New Rome and the citizens called it Constantinople after him, instead. The tunic swept the ground, but it was made of the most diaphanous, soft white fabric to ever leave a loom. Despite the drapes and folds of the garment, Ryan could see Nayara’s long slender body clearly behind it. She wore no belt. The tunic hung from two brooches holding it together at her shoulders and apart from the twin rises of her breasts, it fell straight to the floor.

Her hair was loose and free, with one red curl lying over her shoulder, the rest tumbling down her back.

In her hands, cupped in the palms, she held a bronze chalice. 

Peace offering? Temptation? 

Her green eyes were afire, blazing with an inner light, as she walked toward them slowly. Did she give them time to take in her beauty, the ethereal quality of her appearance? Or to tease them?

For her appearance had the effect of an hammer against Ryan’s heart and storm for his sails. He had thought himself utterly replete, but now he found himself back to a agonized state of wanting again.

Lathe gave a wheezy exhalation and Ryan knew he felt the same.

Nayara stopped before them. The last of the red light of a hot summer’s evening flooded the room and bathed her in an unearthly glow that made her look like she was ablaze. 

Ryan was afraid to speak. He didn’t want to break the spell.

Nayara lifted the cup to her lips and appeared to sip the wine in it. Then she wordlessly held the cup out to Ryan.

Understanding blazed in his mind and heart. The old pagan symbolism of this little ceremony reached back not just into his people’s myths, but tapped into Byzantine roots, too.

She had found a way to unite them all.

Ryan’s hands trembled as he reached out for the cup and took it from her. It didn’t surprise him that the wine was red. It was a substitute for blood. He lifted the cup to his mouth and let the wine touch his lips. Then he handed the cup back to Nia.

She turned to Lathe and gave the cup to him. He was solemn as he took it and sipped, then handed it back.

Nia turned and placed the cup on the table by the door and returned to the bed. 

Ryan got to his feet. “Lathe,” he said softly and lifted his hand, indicating Salathiel should stand, too. Ryan moved to Nia’s side, knowing what he needed to do next. He reached for the brooch on her shoulder. “You honour us,” he told her.

Salathiel slid the pin from the brooch on his side. “Indeed. Beyond our hopes or expectations.”

Nayara closed her eyes as the tunic fluttered to the ground in two separate pieces. “Or mine, when this day began.” She smiled.

They pushed the tunic away from her naked body. Ryan bent and kissed her, turning her face up to his. It was an outpouring of relief, gratitude and love.

And happiness.

For there was the stirrings of happiness deep in his soul. Salathiel’s mood was infectious and now Nayara had removed the last shield against that infection. Ryan was free to love and enjoy that love, if he dared to break with the ingrained habits of a long life of looking over his shoulder.

Salathiel’s hand briefly touched Ryan’s where he held Nia’s face. Then Nia gasped. Ryan lifted his lips from hers.

Salathiel was behind her, his big hands cupping her breasts, tugging and rolling the tips, elongating them. Just watching Lathe’s fingers on Nia’s breasts was erotic and arousing. Ryan let out a heavy breath.

“Touch him, Nia,” Salathiel whispered in her ear.

Nia’s eyes opened wider. Then the corners of her mouth lifted as a wickedly sensual look came over her face. She leaned back against Lathe and reached out to rest her hand against Ryan’s chest and caress it. But her fingers swiftly dropped lower, to his jutting, throbbing shaft. Her hand circled around him and stroked. Then she lifted her other hand and cupped his balls, squeezing.

Ryan curled his hands into fists, hissing in his breath. Nia’s light touch was nothing like Lathe’s but it was a powerful goad, all the same, especially with Lathe watching.

At the last minute, Ryan pulled Nia’s hand aside, before it was too late. He was trembling. “I’d rather come inside you,” he said quietly.

“So would I,” Lathe added.

“Both?” Nayara looked startled. Then her eyes took on the half-lidded sleepy expression Ryan had learned meant she was deeply aroused. “Now,” she said, her voice blurry with excitement.

Salathiel smiled and his smile was full of sensual promise. “Pick her up, Ryan.”

Ryan guessed what Salathiel intended. So he wrapped his hands around Nayara’s waist and picked her up. For a vampire it was no effort at all. Salathiel had counted on that.

“Put your legs around me,” he told Nia.

Nia wrapped her legs about his waist and her arms around his shoulders. Ryan kissed her while he held her. His shaft was throbbing with readiness, so he slowly lowered her onto it.

Nia sighed as her tight sheath enclosed him.

“Gods!” Salathiel breathed. “I thought I might feel discomfort watching you with Nia, Ryan. I thought perhaps I might feel awkward. Or fear. Or nothing at all. I did not for a moment think I would feel this...rush. This pleasure.” 

Ryan’s pulse leapt. 

Salathiel stepped to their side and turned Nia’s face toward him. “I want you now more than I have ever wanted you.” He kissed her, then looked at Ryan. His blue eyes were glittering in the growing dark. “And I want you, more than I have all day.” His kiss was hard and fast...and arousing.

Ryan heard Nia’s tiny gasp.

Salathiel moved away and he glanced at her. She licked her lips. “I have...that is the first time I have seen you...kiss,” she said.

“It is not to your taste?” Ryan asked.

Nia’s smile was slow. Wicked. “Yes, it is. It very much is.”

Ryan’s heart seemed to leap in his chest, like it was trying to escape.

Salathiel pressed up behind Nia and she stiffened. Lathe kissed her shoulder. “Relax.”

“You startled me,” Nia complained.

“You were too busy seducing my lover,” Lathe replied.

Nia stiffened for a heartbeat, then relaxed and smiled. “True.” She gasped. “Oh!” She arched against Ryan. “Oooh...”

“That is oil,” Lathe said. “Where I will take you, I will need oil. So I must spread it first and spread you, too.”

Nia’s eyes drifted slowly closed as Lathe worked the oil into her anus and stretched the opening. But Ryan could feel her responding, as her body clenched around his shaft in shifts and spasms, stroking him internally. Her nipples scraped across his chest as she arched and twisted.

Her breath quickened.

Finally, Lathe gripped her hips and pressed himself up against her. Nia clutched at Ryan, her eyes opening. Ryan could feel the advance of Lathe’s shaft against his own, for there was only the thinnest of flesh walls between the two channels.

Nia’s breathing became soft panting. She clutched at Ryan, her small hands clinging to his neck as she was claimed by the two of them.

Just the knowledge of what they were doing was so profoundly moving, Ryan knew the moment was not destined to linger. “Lathe, hurry,” he urged the human.

“Not this time. Not with Nia,” Salathiel muttered. Sweat dotted his brow, though, as he continued to ease himself into Nia a tiny portion at a time, to avoid any pain or damage.

Ryan fought to control his mounting excitement, to make it last. He watched Nia dreamily accept Lathe into her. She clearly felt no pain for her eyes had narrowed into aroused little slits and her lips were parted as her breath escaped in little gasps and moans. She clenched around Ryan as she reacted to the sensations they were producing in her.

“I never dreamed...” she whispered.

“Nor I,” Ryan replied.

Salathiel came to a rest inside her and kissed her cheek. “Nor I, love of my life. But we have you to thank for this.” He glanced at Ryan. “Together,” he said.

Ryan took a better grip on Nia’s waist and nodded. 

Together they lifted Nia, easing their shafts from her, then sliding back in. Ryan expelled a quick breath of air as the sensations swamped him. “Oh...lord.”

Nia’s grip on his shoulders tightened. “It’s wonderful,” she breathed. “Again.”

They thrust carefully into her again. Salathiel groaned. “This will be the end of me. I cannot think of anything better than this.”

“More of it is better,” Ryan breathed. 

“Yes,” Nia answered breathlessly.

Then he had no words and no air to speak them. The pleasure was too great and his time had run out. The excitement spiralled. He caught Lathe’s glance and saw the furrow between his brows that signalled he was close to climaxing, too. Ryan let the thrill envelope him and take him. He shuddered through his climax, his whole body feeling the sparkling intensity of it. 

Nia’s hand were squeezing and working his shoulders. Then she screamed, as her peak hit and her body clenched around him. Ryan could feel the waves of her climax passing through her just like waves in the sea. They left her limp against Lathe’s chest.

Lathe looked at Ryan. In the last of the daylight his eyes looked very blue, almost fierce. “There’s no argument now. You’re staying.”

Ryan wasn’t sure where the laughter came from, but he let it free and it felt good.






  










 

Chapter Nine
 

Bourbon Street, New Orleans, 2003 A.D.

The barman was a three hundred pound black man in a black silk shirt. The only colour on him was a thick gold earring that glinted in the dim light of the bar. He poured two of the stiffest freehand shots Cáel had ever seen, from a bottle of Irish whiskey he had pulled out from beneath the bar. He nodded at Ryan, stoppered the bottle and put it back under the bar and walked away. Cáel didn’t miss the speculative glance the man sent him as he left.

Like Brenden, the barman was light on his feet, despite his size. So the bulk was deceptive. There was a lot of muscle under there.

Cáel made a mental note not to piss the guy off.

He settled on the stool next to Ryan. The stool was not an average bar stool. It had arms and a back to it, even though it was tall enough to belly up to the bar. It was a serious drinker’s stool, comfortable enough to stay seated for a good long while. There was plush red leather padding on the seat and a cushion of leather on the back and the rest of the stool was a dark, deeply grained and polished wood, that glowed with the same care and attention as the wood of the bar and the glass racks overhead. The stemware hanging from the racks gleamed, too.

Despite the late hour, ten p.m., there was a three piece jazz band just setting up in the far corner of the bar, on a handkerchief sized stage. Most of the tables in the bar were empty, but they were starting to fill up.

Someone waved. “Ryan!” he called.

Ryan lifted his hand in greeting, with a smile of recognition.

“You are a regular here, then,” Cáel said.

“Every Friday and Saturday night as far as they’re concerned, even if it’s weeks or months for me,” Ryan replied. He swivelled the stool to face the bar again. “They keep that bottle under the bar just for me and my friends.” He tapped Cáel’s glass with the back of his fingernail. “Drink up.” He picked up his own glass and waited.

“I’m not really a whiskey drinker,” Cáel warned him.

Ryan looked offended. “It’s not whiskey.” He lifted the glass a little higher, displaying the contents. “This is Irish malt. You haven’t tasted whiskey until you’ve tasted this. It comes from a distillery less than a mile from where I was born.”

“Where was that?” Cáel asked curiously.

“The village is long gone now. There’s a city where it used to be. Killarney.” Ryan waved his glass toward Cáel ’s. “Drink,” he insisted.

Cáel grinned. “Only if we get to do this in Athens next time.”

“Deal,” Ryan agreed.

Cáel knocked the huge shot back. It burned outrageously for fifteen seconds, but then the peaty, smoky taste came through and he breathed it into the back of his throat. He nodded, aware that Ryan was watching him. Judging.

“Not bad,” he ventured.

Ryan grinned. The barman had appeared like magic and was pouring another round. Ryan curled his fingers around the bottle. “Leave it,” he murmured. 

The barman grinned. “It’s your hangover, Irishman.” He held out his hand. “Keys.”

Ryan shrugged. “I’m walking.”

“Keys,” the barman repeated stoically.

Ryan grinned and dug into his pocket. “Going to take my friend’s keys, too?” He pulled out a small metal ring that had old fashioned keys on it and threaded a single key off from the several that were strung on the ring. He put the key on the barman’s hand. “I need the others, don’t I?” he said reasonably.

The barman turned and placed the key on the shelf behind the bar, in front of a row of glasses. “It’ll be there tomorrow morning,” the barman said. He looked sharply at Cáel. 

Cáel held up his hands. “I’m from out of town,” he said. “I just got here. I left my keys at home.”

The barman frowned. “It’s your life,” he said and floated down to the other end of the bar.

“Keys for what?” Cáel murmured.

“Car,” Ryan replied quietly. “No autopilot here and now.”

“Ah.” Cáel picked up his glass. “Salute.”

“No. Slainte,” Ryan replied.

Cáel shrugged. “Slainte.” He knocked the shot back and watched Ryan drink his. Ryan shook his head in reaction to the bite of the shot and put the glass down. 

“It looks strange, seeing you drink. But yet, quite normal, too,” Cáel told him.

Ryan’s mouth lifted in a smile. “Drinking? Well, I’ve done a lot of it. Especially here.” There was a gleam in his eyes. “I should warn you. Drink hits us quicker than humans.”

“Because your metabolisms are so much faster when you’re back in time? I figured that out for myself.”

Ryan blinked, surprised. “Did you figure out the rest of it, human?” 

They were speaking softly and keeping their heads closer together than normal so no one would overhear them. But it was safe enough, for no one else was sitting at the bar yet and the nearest table was a good ten feet away from them.

 “The rest?” Cáel repeated. He thought it through. “I imagine if alcohol hits you faster, you also recover faster, too. You get to do it all over again, same night?”

“Exactly,” Ryan replied. He poured another round, clinked his glass against Cáel’s and drank. “Feicfidh mé
deoch
dall
tú, agus
bodhar, mac
Hellas.”

Cáel picked up his glass. He wasn’t entirely sure what Ryan had said, but he was an old hand at these sorts of situations and guessed Ryan had probably issued some sort of challenge. Something about out-drinking him. Well, Ryan could be in for a surprise. “Brace yourself, Irishman. You’ve picked on the wrong man tonight,” he said in his family’s private language.

“Is that right?” Ryan replied in the same tongue. He grinned. “Prove it.”

Cáel tipped his head back, drained the glass and thumped it on the bar. “Next,” he said in English. “And while you’re at it, do you think your barman there can rustle up something to eat?”

Ryan raised a brow. “Hungry?”

“Not yet. But you have a natural advantage I have to offset. Food will slow the absorption of the alcohol. This is New Orleans. They must surely have a pot of gumbo or jambalaya on a stove nearby?”

“My woman does a mean jambalaya, boss,” came the soft-spoken interruption.

Ryan and Cáel both looked up. The barman was standing opposite them, on the other side of the bar. He had arrived silently, unnoticed by either of them.

Ryan sat back. “Do you think she would spare a couple of bowlfuls, Barney? I’ve heard about Delores’ jambalaya before.”

“I’ll ask.” Barney moved away, cat-footed.

“Boss?” Cáel repeated.

“Figure of speech,” Ryan said, dismissively. 

The band on the tiny stage swung into a quiet tune, finding their way into a mood and atmosphere they and the building audience liked. Cáel watched for a few bars then turned back to the bar. His glass had been filled once more, telling him Ryan was serious about taking his measure. 

Cáel was more than happy to oblige. It gave him the perfect opportunity to peer inside Ryan Daniel Deasmhumhain. A headache in the morning would be worth it.

* * * * * 
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

Nayara let her boot heels hit the floor with less grace than usual, as she thumbed through the next page or two of manuscript.

“Oh, for...” she breathed. Horror was curling through her. Impending scenes of greater and greater disaster painted themselves in her imagination, the results of this garbage in her hands.

“Ryan!” she called, knowing that he would hear her even through the wall between their offices. 

When there was no answer, she strode over to the door and into Ryan’s office. It was empty. She hesitated for a moment, then went over to the door to his private quarters and hammered on it. It was rare she imposed even that much on Ryan’s privacy, but what she had been reading outweighed any relationship delicacies.

There was no answer.

Vexed, she turned back to Ryan’s desk and jammed her forefinger against the comm link and sent the pulse for Brenden’s office.

“Ryan?” Brenden asked, sounding confused.

“Nayara,” she said. “Where is he?”

“He didn’t tell you?”

“Clearly, he didn’t. Why? Is his location a state secret?”

Silence. Nayara counted to three. 

“I suppose not,” Brenden replied. “He’s in New Orleans. He’s usually only gone five minutes or so. You’ve just missed him.”

Nayara held back her impatience. “Fine. Is Stelios with you, then?”

Again, the silence. “He’s with Ryan,” Brenden replied.

“These stupid drinking games,” Nayara muttered. “Men!” She cut the connection and went back to her office to finish reviewing the size and shape of the disaster so that when the two of them arrived back in the 23rd century, they could help her deal with the fallout. 

She certainly wasn’t going to handle it alone. It had been far too long since she had spilled violent blood and she didn’t want to start again now.

* * * * *
 

Bourbon Street, New Orleans, 2003 A.D.

“The bloody Normans swept in and changed everything, almost overnight it felt like,” Ryan said, staring at the lights behind the bar through the whiskey in his glass. 

“Normans?” Cáel asked. He had his head propped on his hand, his elbow on the bar. “That was...they was...” He couldn’t narrow down the century, except that he knew it was early medieval. A bloody long time ago, to use Ryan’s word. He also knew he was absolutely feeling the effects of the whiskey. Except that it just seemed to be his body being affected. His mind was operating independently and was clear and clean of baffles. Thank heavens Ryan had slowed down the pouring of the shots. The bottle was just about empty, but Cáel guessed there was another one under the bar, where that one had been tucked away. He didn’t mind going shot-for-shot with the man, but it had been a very long time since he had pulled a stunt like this.

Remarkably, he was enjoying himself immensely. If he had to revert back to college behaviour he couldn’t have better company to do it with than Ryan’s.

“That was in twelve hundred and one,” Ryan said. “That was the year I left. So did Órfhlaith and Ezra, a month behind me.”

They were using old Greek, to avoid being overheard, so the names, spoken with Ryan’s native accent, made Cáel jump. He recognized one of them. “Ezra,” he said. “That is the one who died of stasis poisoning. The traveller who took me back to France last year.” He sat up. “He was as old as you?”

Ryan shook his head, still watching the light dance through his whiskey. “I was he and his sister’s maker.” He drank back half the shot and glanced at Cáel with a sideways look. “Her name is Órfhlaith Saoirse, but most people can’t get their tongues around it, like they can’t with mine.” He spelled it out and Cáel lifted his brows. 

“That doesn’t look anything like the way you said it,” Cáel pointed out. “You called her ‘Or-la Seer-sha’.”

“That’s the way an Irishman says it,” Ryan replied. “But Órfhlaith gave up on trying to explain that and changed her name to Ophelia. You’ve met her, too.”

Cáel nodded, remembering the tall, sad, distant woman who had accompanied Ryan when they had found him wandering the streets of Imperial France. “I remember her well.” He lifted his glass and drank half the shot. “I didn’t know you had made anyone, Ryan. Certainly not anyone at the agency.”

“It was an exception,” Ryan said. He grimaced. “They were starving, being beaten by the English family who were using them like virtual slaves and when the master had finished with Ezra...” His expression was grim. Then he stretched his shoulders and glanced around, like he had just remembered where he was. He gave Cáel a small smile. “There wasn’t much of a decision to make.” He finished the shot with a jerk of his hand.

“So you headed for Europe to get away from the English, after that?” Cáel picked up the bottle and poured again.

“Aye. A long, slow wandering journey that ended in Constantinople, two hundred years later.”

“Where you stayed, for centuries more.”

Ryan nodded.

“Did you turn Salathiel?”

Ryan drew in a deep breath. “No,” he said, letting it out. “Neither of us would turn him. We refused.”

“He asked, then?”

“Of course he asked.” Ryan rolled his eyes. “It does not take too many years for a human who lives near us or with us to watch us never age and never change, while the human sees all the little signs of age accumulate in their own body, before panic sets in.” Ryan lifted his glass again and turned his chair so he was looking at Cáel. “Salathiel was already thirty-five when I met him. He lasted another five years before he asked. For a man that age, in those times, he was considered to be old. It was his advancing mortality that drove him to act.” He grimaced. “He didn’t want to leave us.”

 “Why did you refuse him? Surely, you wanted him to stay, too?”

Ryan put his glass down and stared at it. “Of course I did. Who would not? Salathiel, the human Salathiel...” He rubbed at the bar with his thumb, removing a particle that only he could see. “Lathe was a different man, when he was human. Full of life, laughter, joy. He always had a plan for the day, a scheme. A way to bring novelty or spontaneity into it. For a vampire who has seen too many days, that was a remarkable thing.”

“Then why not turn him?” Cáel asked gently.

“No one deserves to become one of us,” Ryan replied. “It’s not a gift.” He lifted his head, drank his shot and turned to look at Cáel. There was a deep bitterness in his face. Pain. Sadness. And for a moment, Cáel caught a glimpse of the long years and centuries Ryan had passed through in the weariness in his eyes.

“Immortality is not a gift?” Cáel asked.

“It’s not immortality,” Ryan replied. “We can still die. We just go on, unchanging, until we do. After long enough, that unchanging state can grow to be unbearable.”

“And that is why you refused?”

Ryan picked up his glass. “I thought it would be enough for Lathe that we didn’t want him to suffer the pain and loss we had to suffer, but he was a stubborn, wily son-of-a-bitch. He went and found himself another vampire and set up a blood pact. She got to feed from him until he died, gratis. In exchange, she would turn him when he died. He didn’t tell either me or Nia and for the next five years, we thought the matter had been shelved.”

“Then he died,” Cáel concluded. “When the Turks broke through the walls.”

“Fourteen fifty-three.” Ryan sighed. “It took the invention of gunpowder to bring the walls down and we were so complacent, sitting behind them. We never thought anyone would get through. Well, serves us right. The Turks killed anyone of influence those three days they sacked the city.”

Cáel’s shock made him jerk. “You?” he breathed. “Nia?”

Ryan nodded. “Their version of killing us was to push a sword through our guts, which didn’t do more than tickle either of us, but we had to pretend to die, right alongside Salathiel.” Ryan frowned. His hand, Cáel realized, was gripping his glass hard enough to make the knuckles whiten, even though he was speaking casually. “Once it was dark, we pulled Salathiel out of the pile of bodies and tried to steal out of the city. That was when—well, she turned up and insisted she abide by her bargain with Salathiel.”

“And you let her?”

“It was a blood promise. We could not put obstacles in her way.”

Cáel leaned closer. “Did you want to, Ryan?”

Ryan took a deep breath. Then another. “No,” he said, his voice low. He closed his eyes and turned his head away.

Cáel silently refilled his glass.



“Politics has a lot to do with timing,” Cáel said firmly, lifting his voice a little to compete over the sound of the raucous jazz and the audience that were clearly enjoying it. 

Ryan snorted and filled his glass again. “Your timing is off. I’m up one shot on you. Drink.”

Cáel picked up the glass. “Take your vampire rights, just as a for instance. You will never get full rights while the current president is in office.”

“Which president are we talking about?”

Cáel laughed. “The only one with any real power left. Worlds Assembly.”

“Him?” Ryan picked the bottom of Cáel’s glass up and hoisted it up to Cáel’s mouth, assisting Cáel’s grip. 

Cáel drank and cleared his throat. The whiskey had stopped burning with each mouthful by the top of the second bottle. Now it just tasted very smooth and mellow. 

“Why’d’you say that?” Ryan asked. “He’s a good man.”

“’cause he’s a vamp hater,” Cáel replied. He shook his head. “A great man, ‘cept for he’s flawed.”

Ryan was staring at him. “That’s...he comes off like he’s Henry Kissinger. How could you know that?” 

Cáel shrugged. “We were lovers for nearly a year. Then I found out.” He shuddered and drank. He reached for the bottle to refill and realized that Ryan was still staring at him.

“Lovers? You?” Ryan said. 

“Think you’ve got a corner on the market, Irishman?” Cáel topped up Ryan’s glass. “Not everyone goes for poetic lilts, you know.”

Ryan half-laughed. He picked up his drink. “So...what is this, then? Are we on a date?”

Cáel’s stomach seemed to drop out from his body with a sickening, electrifying rush. It had nothing to do with the whiskey. He let his hand drop away from the glass and looked at Ryan, wishing his heart would quieten. “Do you want it to be?”

Ryan was sitting motionless in the chair, the forgotten whiskey glass held in mid-air. His eyes were narrowed, all emotion shielded. After a moment, he gave a tiny shrug and his mouth lifted in a little smile. “You’ve gotta know, Stelios, I haven’t had a lover for centuries. Not since—“

“Bullshit,” Cáel replied.

Ryan’s eyes widened, losing their guarded expression. The surprise was quite clear. He put his glass back on the bar.

Cáel didn’t give him time to pull his defence shield back together. “You’ve had plenty of liaisons and partners and a ton of sex and that’s just in the 23rd century that Lyle Bean could find out about. Do you want me to actually name names?”

Ryan opened his mouth to speak.

Cáel jumped in again. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. Because you’re hiding behind a distinction. You don’t mind hot sweaty sex with whoever appeals to you whenever you feel like it, but what you really mean when you say you haven’t had a lover in centuries is that you haven’t fallen in love. You haven’t had a relationship that lasted longer than a week.
You haven’t had the guts to try and that’s pretty sad, isn’t it?”

Ryan was breathing hard, his eyes narrowed with anger. But that was a natural reaction. Cáel had just kicked him in the guts. Now he had to get him past the moment.

Cáel knocked back his drink and put the glass on the bar with a rap. “Let’s get rid of the tap-dancing, because we both know how to do it too well and we could talk me into a too-early grave with diplomatic waltzing.” He took a breath, to steady himself. “Do I want to fuck you, Ryan? Yes.”

Ryan drew in a sharp, quick breath.

Cáel ploughed on, not giving him a chance to speak. “But I’m not interested in becoming another statistic so you can prove to yourself how long and lonely your life is.”

Ryan’s backhand was fast, but Cáel had been braced for a physical reaction and got his hand up in time to block Ryan’s fist. He grabbed his wrist and wrenched his arm back down to the bar, pinning it there.

They froze together in that position, Cáel holding Ryan down. Ryan was breathing heavily. “You son of a bitch,” he muttered.

“You’re human here,” Cáel told him. “You think I’m going to just let you take a swing at me?”

“Even human, I’m stronger. I should be stronger.” But Cáel was the one holding him down.

“I’ve had ninety-three years to build muscle and strength, Ryan and I’ve used those years.” Cáel stepped back and let Ryan’s wrist go. “What have you done with your time?” 

Ryan rubbed his wrist. “It’s not the same for us,” he muttered.

Cáel shook his head. “There’s always a fucking excuse, isn’t there?” He looked around, at the packed bar, at the people trying hard not to watch them, at the drinkers watching them with open curiosity, maybe wondering if they would fight. “How the hell do I get out of here?” he asked, suddenly tired, drained of energy and more than ready to go home. 

He spotted the big double doors with their elegant wood blinds. “You can pay the tab,” he told Ryan and headed for them. He had a sudden urgent need for fresh air. Air would cool his heated body and let him think about how to pick up the pieces of this disaster he had created.

And he thought he could hold his liquor. Ha!






  










 

Chapter Ten
 

Rome, 95 B.C.

A Roman patrician party was an experience to remember. Demyan had never had reason to get himself invited to one before and after thirty minutes wondered why he had not bothered until now.

The entire house had been thrown open to the guests and featured room after room of exquisitely painted walls and coloured fabric draping furniture, scented candles, cushions and tables groaning under the weight of the food. There were people everywhere. Walking, standing, lying on couches, eating, making love and not a few of them bathing together in the deep family bath at the centre of the house.

Household slaves slithered between the bodies, providing more trays of food and drink and anything else the patricians and their guests might want.

There was even soft music playing, lutes and harps strumming in the background.

“The more things change...” Demyan muttered in common language to Jane Alexander.

“Where is she?” Jane returned. She was almost vibrating with excitement.

“Don’t forget, you’re the wife of a patrician. You should be looking as bored as the other wives here,” Demyan warned softly.

They stepped back into the room that seemed to be the hub of affairs. It was large, colonnaded and featured a small open square in the centre of the roof. The courtyard.

“That’s her,” Demyan murmured, nodding his head toward a dumpy matron sitting on a broad couch, another younger women beside her, chatting with their heads together.

“What makes you so sure?” Jane whispered back.

“The head slave is standing right behind her, so she must be the domina.”

Jane’s lip curled down. “She looks nothing like they said.”

“History is subjective,” Demyan returned. He’d seen this type of response in clients before. “‘Great beauty’ could merely mean she had all her own teeth and therefore had an attractive smile.”

“That? That’s the woman who held such power, who ruled over—” Jane’s eyes suddenly grew wider and she clutched Demyan’s arm. Her lips parted a little. 

Demyan looked around quickly to see what had startled her, but could see nothing out of the ordinary. “What...?”

The grip on his arm tightened and Demyan realized that Jane was pulling him forward, toward the corridor that gave on to the bathing room. “What are you doing?” he muttered.

“When in Rome, hmmm?” she said.

When he dug in his heels, halting her progress, she turned to him. There was a ferocious triumph shining in her face and she pushed up against him, making him stagger back until the wall halted him. She pressed herself up against him. Dressed as she was in a fine, flowing silk robe, bared shoulders, exaggerated eye-makeup and jewellery on neck and arm and ears, she looked every inch a Roman woman and was just as dangerous as one. “Demyan, you are my hero.”

“I just do my job,” he told her and could hear for himself that his accent had grown abruptly thicker.

“You’re marvellous.” She kissed the tip of his chin. “Wonderful.” The end of his nose. “Powerful.” Her lips pressed up against his. The scent of lilacs was powerful and the soft touch of her full lips heady beyond belief. He swallowed. Her breasts were pushed against his chest.

“It would be unusual for a husband and wife to make love in public,” he told her, struggling to speak clearly.

“Then take me like you don’t care,” she said, her lips brushing his. “You vampires...you like to make love, I know. Especially when you’re back in time and your emotions are restored. You really like it then, don’t you?”

True. He brought his hands up to her arms, curled his fingers around the slender width of them and with supreme effort, pushed her away from him.

“You meet Aurelia and we jump back home,” he gasped. His heart was pounding in his ears and, yes, his body had responded to her with almost painful intensity. He swallowed and his throat clicked with dryness. “Come. I will introduce you.”

Jane began to laugh, but there was little merriment in the sound. “You really...you really think I wanted to meet her? You fool!” She wrenched herself out of his grip, lifted her hand and slapped him across the face. 

It was a minor blow, compared to those he had suffered on the battlefield and elsewhere, but the unexpectedness of it more than made up for the lack of impact. The shock slithered through him, cold and sobering.

“Who are you?” he whispered, honestly bewildered.

She stepped forward again and rested her head against his so that their temples were touching. She was breathing hard, too. “Good, yes, I can feel it. See it.” Her hand reached up to rest against his other temple. “Demyan, my fiery Russian prince, with the tormented heart and the noble thoughts. I can see everything. Feel everything. Oh, such intensity...!”

He realized that her hand was applying pressure, making sure their heads stayed in contact. He ripped her hand away, straightening up with a jerk, to look at her. “You’re...you’re psi,” he breathed.

She laughed. It was a cruel sound. “Surprise!” And abruptly, she was gone, taking his memory with her.

* * * * *
 

Bourbon Street, New Orleans, 2003 A.D.

Bourbon Street was filled with people. Tourists, Cáel realized. And it was blazing with lights and sound. Music spilled from the dozens of clubs and bars that lined the street, every time someone opened a door. Some bars had their French windows thrown open, so the music simply beckoned the passer-by in off the street.

It was chaotic. Cáel wanted room and time to think. This was not the place to be. He started walking, looking for somewhere where he could get off the main street. Somewhere quiet.

He was getting glances and stares. It took a moment for Cáel to realize that many of the lingering looks were of appreciation. Flirting. It finally sunk in that he was alone on one of the busiest streets in one of the most connected cities of twenty-first century north America. And Ryan’s people had given him clothing that matched his current status so that he wouldn’t have to adjust his usual habits and behaviour for what was supposed to be a short trip back in time.

These Louisiana natives thought they were looking at a rich New Orleans businessman in his mid-thirties. Apparently they liked what they saw.

Cáel halted, considering his options. He had learned, wandering the streets of Paris, that hoping for inspiration didn’t mean it would come to him. He had to think faster and smarter than this.

A hand gripped his elbow and yanked backwards.

Cáel reacted with well-honed and practised instincts. His mind flowed smoothly with the commands of countless instructors and masters. He let himself fall back with the pull on his arm instead of resisting it and kept moving backwards until he felt contact with the body behind him. That let him locate the attacker. The lock was on his right arm and the tug had been very slightly upwards, meaning it was probably a man, just slightly taller than him, so he turned in that direction, using the grip on his elbow as the pivot and drove his stiffened fingers into the soft tissues under the ribcage, where all the vital organs like the kidneys and solar plexus were located.

Ryan doubled over, his breath whooshing out of him like air from a bellows. He coughed and tried to breathe.

Cáel swore. He half dragged and half carried Ryan over to the edge of the sidewalk and leaned him up against the building. There was a half-pocket there, where one building ended and the next began, about eight inches back from the first.

Ryan was wheezing noisily.

“Don’t try so hard to suck the air in,” Cáel told him dryly. “You’re just stressing your diaphragm. Relax and you’ll be able to breathe better.” He glanced around, checking to see if anyone was paying any attention to them. But the merriment had rolled on undisturbed.

Ryan glared at him, but he let his breathing shallow out and his breath did come more evenly.

Cáel interpreted the glare. He scowled back. “Did you think just because I’m surrounded by armed guards at public events, I’m not going to learn how to defend myself? It only took one assassination attempt for me to figure that one out. I’m not stupid.”

“No, you’re not,” Ryan said hoarsely. “Stupid is about as far away from what you are as a man can get.” He pushed out another lungful of air. “Jesus, Mary, Joseph and the stars above,” he breathed, his accent suddenly pure Irish. He dropped his head back to rest it against the stonework. “I asked for that,” he acknowledged.

“Yes, you did,” Cáel agreed.

“I was going to apologize.”

“That’s a really stupid way to try,” Cáel observed. But his pulse leapt.

Ryan flattened his hand against his torso. “I know that now.” 

His gaze met Cáel ’s. 

Cáel did what he had been doing since they had jumped back to this timeline. He let his instincts guide him. He threw everything he knew about politics, strategy and psychology overboard and went with his gut and his heart.

He stepped closer to Ryan, moving out of the constant stream of people brushing past them. It brought their thighs almost within contact. 

“Cáel—” Ryan began.

“Shh...” Cáel told him. He let his fingers curve around Ryan’s neck. “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered. 

He inhaled Ryan’s shuddering gasp of shock as he kissed him.

It was a powerful kiss. Cáel could feel want and emotion surging in response to it, making his body tighten and throb.

Ryan’s hand, trapped between them, turned and gripped Cáel’s shirt, drawing him closer. 

“Get a room, you fucking freaks!” someone groused as they went by.

Cáel stepped back, his heart racing, his breath ragged. 

“Good advice, especially for here and now,” Ryan said breathlessly.

“There’s your place,” Cáel suggested. “That’s what all the other keys are for, isn’t it?”

Ryan shook his head as he dug into his trouser pocket. The front of his trousers, Cáel noticed, were as swollen and bulging as his own. Cáel swallowed as his pulse seemed to lodge in his throat. “You’re a constant surprise, Cáel. Why is it some Greek heiress hasn’t nailed you to the marriage altar long before now and had you sire a dozen copies just like you?”

“Too smart, I guess,” Cáel replied. “Or too stupid. I never did figure that one out.”



The studio apartment was above the jazz bar, further confirming in Cáel’s mind the personal connection between Ryan and the bar. With the sound of a mournful trumpet filtering up from below the stairs, Ryan flipped on lights, using a manual light switch set in the wall by the door.

The apartment was neat and impersonal. “I only use it when I’m here on Friday nights.” Ryan said. “The bar staff keep it clean during the week.”

“Convenient.” Cáel saw actual printed books on a shelf over the bed. “Are those real books?” He headed for the shelf, wanting to pick them up and check them out. He only got three paces across the highly polished hardwood floor when Ryan’s hand came down on his shoulder.

“Later,” Ryan said. He turned Cáel to face him. There was a glittering, intense emotion in his eyes. “I’m very sober now, thanks to your chop in the gut.”

“Why do you say that?” Cáel asked.

“Later, you’ll start to ask yourself if my judgement was fried because of liquor and human feelings I couldn’t handle, or if you applied too much pressure.”

“I don’t second guess myself that way,” Cáel told him.

“This time, you will,” Ryan said with complete certainty colouring his voice. He rested his hands on Cáel’s shoulders and stared into his eyes. “The answer, when you do ask yourself, is ‘no’.”

“I’ll remember that. Why will I need to?”

“Later, Cáel. First, there’s something I need to do.” Ryan tossed his keys onto the small table next to the door and turned back to face him. He simply stood, looking at him and Cáel realized that he had been right all along. Fear had Ryan pinned like a moth to the board and as much as he was struggling to break free of its constraints, he couldn’t take that last step. Six centuries of dedication were confining him.

Cáel watched him struggle. He let him do it. But when the torture had extended for long enough, Cáel picked up his hand. “You can’t do it, can you?”

Tears glistened in Ryan’s eyes. “Not by myself,” he said hoarsely. Honestly.

“Do you really want to, Ryan?” And Cáel held his breath.

Ryan was trembling. Cáel could feel it through his hand, which lay passively in his. Ryan lifted his head to look up at the ceiling, like it might give him inspiration. Then back at Cáel. “I think...with you...for the first time since Salathiel...since Nayara...” He blew out his breath. “Críost, I can’t even say it—”

Cáel stepped forward and silenced him with a kiss. “You don’t have to say it, Ryan. No one ever gives guarantees. They just promise to try.”

Ryan caught Cáel’s face in his hands. “I will try,” he said. “I can do that.” He returned the kiss, but his kiss was not to stopper fear or silence words. The sensual curve of his lips pressed against Cáel’s mouth with hungry passion and his tongue pressed past, to sweep inside. Cáel tasted lingering whiskey.

He groaned and pressed Ryan hard against him, his hands on Ryan’s back. His body, already half-aroused from the earlier kiss, seemed to explode with fizzing need. His nerve ends were live wires. 

The kiss broke. 

“God, you smell good,” Cáel said. His lips brushed Ryan’s jaw.

“I have a pulse and body heat. Sweat glands that work.”

“Shut up with the biology lessons. For an Irish poet you haven’t got a romantic bone in your body, Deasmhumhain.”

Ryan’s mouth lifted in a smile. “I’m out of practice.”

“I noticed.” Cáel reached for the buttons on Ryan’s shirt and slid them undone, surprised his fingers could even work the small disks, for they felt like thick useless slabs, throbbing with excitement. He got the shirt open and pulled it off his shoulders and down his arms. “Nayara is right. You hide your muscles away.” He slid his tongue down the shallow valley between the soft rounded mounds of Ryan’s pecs, down between the defined abs, to stop just above the belt that held up his trousers. The skin there was soft. He swirled his tongue over it, feeling heat and the clench of muscles beneath.

But when he put his hand on the belt buckle, Ryan stopped him. “Indulge me,” he said. “Let’s not let history repeat.”

It took a moment for Cáel to understand what Ryan was afraid of. Then he got it. Ryan had been utterly candid about Salathiel’s first seduction, down to the smallest detail.

Cáel had been unconsciously shadowing those movements. So instead he stepped back, putting space between them and took off his clothes, letting Ryan watch. When he was completely naked, he walked over to the bed and lay across it, facing Ryan. His cock was stiff, red and underscored the raging anticipation building in him.

Ryan swiftly stripped. He was far more used to the closures than Cáel and his shirt was already gone. Naked, he padded over to the bed. His cock was also jutting up from his thighs. Like Ryan himself, his cock was long, with ridges and veins showing along the shaft.

He paused to slide open the drawer of the table beside the bed and remove a small pot and open it.

“Then I’m not the first you’ve brought here,” Cáel said.

“But you already guessed that,” Ryan replied. He put the pot on top of the table, opened. “In one respect, you are utterly unique.” 

He pushed at Cáel’s hip, rolling him onto his back. Cáel barely had a chance to form the natural question that followed such a response in his mind, when Ryan thrust a knee between Cáel’s thighs, leaned over and ran his tongue from the base of Cáel’s testicles, along the length of his rearing cock, to swirl for an endless second at the tip.

Cáel gave a hoarse cry that was a mix of surprise and delight, his hips lifting.

Ryan ran his fingers along his cock, not quite encircling it, making Cáel hiss. He kept up the teasing, going backward and forward, until Cáel was panting and trembling, his hips quivering as he tried to lift them to drive his cock into Ryan’s hand. He clenched the bedcover, his palms slick with sweat. “Ryan...” he rumbled warningly.

Ryan reached for the open pot on the table and dipped his fingers into it. They emerged glistening. Moving with deliberate teasing slowness, he slicked the lubricant onto Cáel’s perineum, making him moan at the close-but-not-there touch. 

Ryan pushed his thighs further apart. Cáel felt his fingers slide downward, then the light touch around his ass. He realized he was holding his breath, but couldn’t help it.

Ryan’s fingers pressed inside him, easing the muscle open.

Cáel closed his eyes as the intimate invasion created delicious surges of need in him.

Ryan’s fingers withdrew.

Cáel opened his eyes as Ryan settled on his knees between his thighs. The first probe of Ryan’s cock forced a groan to Cáel’s lips. Ryan edged his way in and Cáel’s breathing grew shallow as his pleasure built from the pit of his belly outwards, radiating from what Ryan was doing to him.

He clutched at the bedcover again, trying to remain still until Ryan came to rest. His cock jerked against his belly, telling of his growing excitement. “Hurry, will you? I can take it.”

“I’m savouring,” Ryan replied.

“You’re going to finish me,” he groaned. 

Ryan just smiled and thrust deeper, inching his way forward, until his cock was fully lodged inside. 

Cáel felt like he was barely holding onto his control. He clamped his jaws together, breathing heavily, trying to stay on top of the beating, throbbing climax that was pushing at him. He had never been pushed so hard and fast toward orgasm in his life.

“Take care,” he warned and his voice emerged in a ragged whisper. “The touch of a feather will set me off right now.”

Ryan shook his head. “No, you don’t get to come until I say.” He wrapped his forefinger and thumb around the base of Cáel’s cock and squeezed—firm, but not quite to the point of pain. 

Then he started to thrust.

The immediate danger of climaxing subsided, but instead, Cáel was tipped over into a new plane of pleasure. He lost track of breathing, his heart beat, his surroundings. Everything narrowed down to the building orgasm that Ryan was holding back. 

When Ryan began to stroke the upper end of Cáel’s cock with his still slick other hand, Cáel closed his eyes and relinquished any control. The pleasure was too great, the sensations too overwhelming. He let himself drown in them.

“Now come,” Ryan told him, his voice as harsh with excitement as Cáel ’s. 

The pressure around the base of his cock was removed and Cáel’s climax leapt with what almost felt like a roar to sweep through his body. Nerve ends snapped and sizzled and his cock and balls pumped, ejecting cum in a hard, hot stream in a way he hadn’t done since he was a teenager. He heard himself cry out. It was a ragged, used sound.

I’m screaming, he realized. Ryan made me scream.

At the same time, he felt Ryan’s cock flaring as it thrust in frantic little jabs inside him. Ryan gasped, his hand gripping Cáel’s thigh, his fingers digging in hard, as he came in three last thrusts.

Cáel opened his eyes, still breathing hard. His heartbeat echoed in his mind and his temples. His cum pooled on his belly and chest.

Sweat glistened at Ryan’s temples, but there was a small smile lifting one corner of his mouth.

Cáel licked his lips. “I’ve never done that before.”

“Liar,” Ryan said. “You’re too practiced.”

“I mean scream.”

“Girls scream. Men...cry out.”

“I screamed,” Cáel shot back. “You did that.” 

Ryan withdrew from him, strode over to the shower stall in the corner and lifted down the towel from the hook hanging next to it. He tossed it to Cáel and sat on the bed once more. “If you insist.” But Cáel could tell he was pleased by the back-handed compliment.

Cáel wiped the cum from his torso and sat up facing Ryan. “I will make you scream, Ryan. You’re human here. Your nerves and sensations are all on-line and work better than usual. I will make you scream like you just made me.”

Ryan laughed. “You can try,” he said. “But sex stopped being mind-blowing for me a long time ago, Cáel.”

“We’ll see about that,” Cáel said.



Forty-three minutes later, as Cáel stroked Ryan’s cock with his mouth, his hands around the shaft and Ryan’s testicles, plus two probing fingers in his ass, Cáel let Ryan finally climax, after holding him off seven times. And Ryan did, indeed, scream.






  










 

Chapter Eleven
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

“It...could do with some improvement,” Christian said judiciously, placing the reading board on the table between them.

Ryan snorted.

Cáel lifted a brow. “You read all that in the ten minutes you were on the sofa? Speed reading?”

“Yes, sir,” Christian replied. “Once you have been through your first medical degree, you learn the value of speed reading.” He smiled and sat next to Nayara, which filled the table, as Ryan, Cáel and Brenden were already seated.

Nayara sighed. “Can we get on with this? We need to deal with this disaster. Stelios’ idea of raising our public profile seems to be backfiring wildly. This...this...thing,” and she tapped the reading board Christian had placed on top of the other copies, “is the latest bad news. The writer, this Lyle Bean, makes us look like...” She stopped. Words escaped her.

“Freaks,” Cáel said softly.

Everyone looked at him. He grimaced and sat up. “I read the damned thing, too,” he said shortly. “It made me feel sick reading it. This draft is a complete misfire.”

“Draft?” Nayara repeated, astonishment curling through her. “If you think we’re going to go through that all over again, Cáel, you’re—”

Ryan gripped her wrist under the table and squeezed.

Nayara shut up. She realized that Christian was looking at her, his face neutral as always, but his brow had lifted just a fraction. She sat back, and recalled what she had just said to see what would put that touch of surprise on Christian’s face.

She had used Cáel’s first name. Damn. And she had shown signs of temper. Damn. Damn.

She glanced at Ryan and pressed her lips together.

Ryan took over for her. He pushed at the reading board. “Stelios, you can’t expect us to do this again.”

Cáel shook his head. “The basic idea is sound. Christian...may I call you that?”

Christian inclined his head. 

“I’m presuming Ryan and Nayara asked you to read the draft manuscript of the book because you have some public relations expertise?”

“A little. I was a communications consultant in the twenty-second century.”

“He’s being modest as always,” Ryan said. “He owned his own global communications network. He built it from scratch.”

“Which one?” Cáel asked curiously.

“I was passing, then,” Christian replied. “I’d rather not say.”

“Of course. Forgive me for prying,” Cáel said smoothly. “But it confirms my presumption that you know the worth of public relations. You would appreciate the value of a biography, how it could help ease the perception humans have of vampires. It is an enormous leverage.”

Christian shrugged. “Only if it is done correctly. And that is a delicate business.” He nodded toward the reading board. “That would alienate us even more.”

“Agreed,” Cáel said flatly. “So the solution is to continue with the biography, but get it right.” His dark gaze moved to Nayara and pinned her in her chair. “We still have the recordings because you insisted I listen and record your stories. You don’t have to do it all again. You just have to finish the rest of them.”

It felt like he was speaking only to her. And perhaps he was.

“And find a writer who can do the job properly,” she insisted.

“What about a fan?” Brenden said. It was the first time he had spoken since he had sat down.

Nayara blinked and pulled her gaze away from Cáel ’s. “Excuse me?”

“We have fans?” Ryan asked dryly.

Brenden grinned. “More of them than you’d think. Some of them are smart, too.”

“Brenden should know,” Christian said. “He has been squiring many of the richest of them since the ball.”

Brenden rolled his eyes at Christian. “But that’s my point,” he said. “Fans don’t all have to be crazy. They can be rich, they can be professionals. They might even be writers, but even if they aren’t, they know so much about us already and they like us. They have sympathy.”

“A decent writer could clean up a manuscript once it was written,” Ryan suggested. “But he couldn’t inject the passion a fan would put into it.”

“Nor the energy and enthusiasm,” Cáel replied. “It would be expensive. We’d have to have the book written twice over, more or less.” He looked at Nayara. “What do you think?”

Everyone was looking at her. She realized that they’d all agreed on this, except for her. Everyone liked the idea of her exposing her life this way. Even Ryan. There was no more get-out-of-jail-free cards left to play. 

Nayara made herself smile. “Fine,” she said stiffly. “Find your fan, Cáel.”

* * * * *
 

Ryan and Brenden slid the double metal doors open. “Through here,” Brenden said, making way for Cáel. 

Cáel stepped through into the kitchen on the other side. It was a small, well-equipped commercial kitchen and just about the last thing he expected to find on a station filled with vampires. There was even a dining section, separated by a servery, with a dozen faux-wood tables and chairs.

“You may as well learn the run of the place,” Ryan said. “We can’t always fetch and carry for you, if you’re taking up residence for a while.”

“I appreciate that,” Cáel said.

There was a girl lying on one of the tables, a bar of unwrapped chocolate resting on her stomach. Her fingers were coated with the stuff and she was humming to herself as she alternatively licked her fingers or picked up another piece of the confection. One knee was cocked, her booted foot on the table. The other leg swung backwards and forwards, the knee resting over the edge. A great deal of the girl’s thighs were on display and to Cáel’s eyes, they looked surprisingly womanly and mature and at odds with the girl’s child-like mannerisms.

“Pritti,” Ryan said. “You have yet to meet Assemblyman Stelios.”

The girl sat up, licking her fingers dreamily.

The name tripped off cascading details in Cáel’s mind. Pritti was the psi-filer who helped train all the vampires in how to time travel. She was a file P, one of the last purposely-bred psi.

Pritti cocked her head to look at Cáel. “You’re beautiful,” she said. “Inside and out.”

“Pritti,” Ryan rumbled warningly.

“Take no notice, Assemblyman,” Brenden said soothingly. “You know what psi-filers are like.”

“I’ve never met one before,” Cáel replied. “It’s nice to meet you, Pritti.”

“You think you’ve never met one before,” Pritti replied. “But how do you know for sure?”

“True,” Cáel replied. “A sobering thought.”

The door to the kitchen smashed open, hurled aside before the mechanism could slide it away. A man—a vampire, Cáel assumed—strode into the kitchen. He had unruly hair and wore a long jacket or coat in dark green velvet, which gave him an antiquated air.

“Demyan, what the hell?” Brenden said, turning around.

The man, Demyan, came straight up to the table and addressed Ryan. “The Psi have figured out how to jump through time. And now they have a marker for ancient Rome. They took it from me.”

* * * * *
 

Chronologic Touring Inc. - Sydney Division Office. 2263 A.D.

Justin minutely tweaked his appearance, brushing at his lapels, as he rounded the reception counter. Rosalinda saw him and lifted a brow. “She’s in the Kelly room. I thought it was appropriate.”

“Why appropriate?”

“She asked for you. By name.”

Justin smiled. Rosalinda was new and enthusiastic. “I get referrals all the time, Rosa.” He turned to head for the consultation room.

The young human shook her head. “She asked for you by your full name.”

Justin paused. “Who is it, again?”

“A Deonne Rinaldi.”

Faint memory stirred. “I do know that name,” Justin said. “But I don’t know it personally. Do me a favour? Do a quick search on the nets. Who am I dealing with, here?”

Rosa swiped the name out on her board. Her lips pursed together in a sexy pout. “Oh...” She handed the board over. “She’s famous.”

“Not that famous,” Justin told her. “I didn’t recognize the name—” The image halted his words. Now he knew who she was. “Her?” He had seen her countless times on media clips, explaining away yet one more transgression by someone famous, or bragging about the exploits of another friend of hers. Dionne Rinaldi had turned being friends with famous people and gossiping about them into a very lucrative art.

“And she wants a tour?” Justin added, staring down at the many photos and clips the search had thrown up. Rinaldi was blonde, leggy, tall, green eyed and always wore the latest in designer fashion. 

Yeah, he remembered her now.

“I guess she wants a tour,” Rosa replied. “All I know, she asked for you. By name.”

By all his names.

Justin put the board down and walked down the corridor to the Kelly room and went in, his mind turning over the puzzle.

The room was a replica of a 19th century New South Wales one-room farmhouse, but with considerably more comfortable chairs. Dionne Rinaldi was sitting in the rocker by the fake open fire. She was smaller than he expected...until she stood up at his entrance. She wore high heels to make herself look taller, but she was unexpectedly fragile. Delicate. 

She still had very long legs, compared to the rest of her body. And her jaw was pointed, framing a perfect bow of a mouth, that smiled professionally.

“You asked to see me?” Justin said, dispensing with the usual Agency lead in. His gut said this woman wasn’t here for a tour. “Why?” He stayed standing a pace inside the door, his defences up.

Her smile slipped a tiny degree. Then she packed it away altogether. Down to business. “I see you know who I am, then. Good.” Her voice was a husky contralto and the sound of it brought back reminders of the many clips he had seen of her in the past. Talking, laughing. Explaining. “I asked for you because of all the agents in the Sydney office—well, the southern hemisphere, really—you’re the only one who is vampire.”

Justin held his shock in check. “That’s not a fact we hand out to just anyone. Do you want to explain where you got that from?”

“I have my sources,” the woman replied. “I mention it not as a threat, but to demonstrate that I have useful information.” She smiled at him. “I have a proposal for Ryan Deasmhumhain and Nayara Ibarra and their human co-conspirator, Assemblyman Cáel Stelios. You can get me into the same room with them.”

Justin could feel his jaw unhinging and clamped it closed again. “What on earth makes you think I’m going to do a barmy thing like that?”

Dionne smiled and this time it was a slow, knowing smile. “Because I’ve dropped enough tantalizing facts in the last fifteen seconds that you weren’t aware of, Justin Edward Kelly, that you will get me into that room just to find out what else I know.”

Damn, but the bloody sheila was right. 






  










 

Chapter Twelve
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

Both men stared at the man called Demyan as if he were spouting Shakespeare in Finnish. Cáel could almost feel their amazement.

Even Pritti sat up on her table, her attention caught.

Christos said, “You’re plain daft, lad.”

Demyan shook his head. “I came straight here as soon as I knew what had happened. I watched her make the jump, Brenden. I know a mental theft when I feel one.” He crossed his arms. “The Psi know how to jump through time. They’ve figured it out...or someone taught them.”

Ryan glanced at Brenden. “Get Rob here. He’s a natural strategist. And Christian.”

Brenden stared into middle-distance for a moment. “They’re coming,” he announced.

Ryan turned to Demyan. “Demyan Romanov, this is Assemblyman Stelios.”

Demyan nodded at him, raking his dark brown eyes from top to bottom in one sweeping glance. Cáel knew he had been measured and weighed in that single glance. He wondered if he had been found wanting or not. Vampires were quick to judge, but then, they had spent centuries learning how to do it and were extraordinarily accurate. 

He glanced at Pritti. Her little girl voice still echoed in his mind. “Beautiful, inside and out.” What had she seen inside him? He was human. She could dip inside his mind at will, even though she wasn’t supposed to without his permission.

Pritti was watching him and as he glanced at her, she gave him a smile and licked the last of the chocolate from the corner of her mouth.

The kitchen doors slid open and Christian and the man that Cáel had learned was called either Rob or Charbonneau, or sometimes Black Robert, came through the door. Rob was dark haired, blue eyed and thick across the shoulders, while Christian was even taller and had a build that Cáel identified as that of a master swordsman. 

They stepped into the loose circle around the table that Pritti sat on. “Brenden said urgent?” Rob said.

“Tell us what happened, from the beginning,” Ryan instructed Demyan. “Everyone, sit down. Listen hard.”

There was a shuffle of chairs and feet as everyone obeyed and Ryan sat last and nodded to Demyan.

Demyan told the tale of his journey back to ancient Rome with his companion client, called Jane Alexander and Cáel listened with deep interest. There was a wealth of information about how the agency worked in Demyan’s words and much more in what was not spoken. 

Demyan was a good story-teller. Absorbed silence greeted his words, until he related the moment when Jane Alexander had stolen his thoughts and feelings and then disappeared.

“She may have merely teleported to somewhere else in Rome,” Demyan finished. “But I don’t think so. She deliberately roused my emotions and made sure strong feelings were present. She was making sure the marker was a reliable one for her. Then she took the images, the marker, from me. She wanted to ensure a way back.”

“Why not use her own emotions and images?” Christian asked. “Worlds know, they’re excitable enough people.”

Brenden shook his head. “Excitable, yes. But everything’s so glancing and superficial with them. Laughter one moment, tears the next...my apologies, Pritti.”

Pritti had been moving up closer to the group as they spoke. Now she hunched her shoulders a little and gave a bashful smile. “We are what we are. Some find us delightful.” And she looked up at the giant Brenden with a glance that made him move awkwardly on his chair.

“Nevertheless, if they can’t focus in on strong enough emotions, the marker isn’t sure enough. They could jump and find themselves in quantum no-man’s-land, or wherever you find yourself if your landing isn’t rock solid. Thankfully, no-one’s ever gone missing to find out.”

“That we know about,” Ryan added. “Brenden, I’m more than curious to know how a psi got past our bio scans. She should have set every alarm off. The psi DNA pattern is unmistakeable.”

“I want to know that myself,” Christos said. “I started running through the Chronologic client files as Demyan finished his story.” He brought his forefinger to his temple. “And I placed a couple of calls. You’ll have your answer as soon as I do.”

“Good.” Ryan sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Next question is...why? What do they want with that marker?”

Cáel cleared his throat, hesitant about speaking up. “How would they know how to jump through time? Isn’t it a closely guarded secret?”

“No,” Ryan said, surprisingly. “Time-jumping is relatively simple. Teleportation is an inherent skill all vampires have. What Salathiel first learned is that jumping from place to place is no different than jumping from time to time. His contact with the psi showed him what he could already do. The gift that vampires bring to time-jumping is their perfectly preserved, crisp, clear and very long memories, replete with strong emotions and feelings. Psi don’t have that advantage.”

“Hell, they’re lucky if they can remember last week,” Brenden added. “They live at Mach 10, it’s all a blur to most of them.”

Pritti poked her tongue at him.

“Am I lying?” he demanded of her.

She pouted like a two-year-old and looked away.

Ryan deftly turned the conversation away. “It’s no surprise that psi might also figure out how to jump time and even less surprise they’d mug vampires for the markers they need. It’s the why that bothers me. What in the Worlds does Ancient Rome hold for them that they can’t get here?”

Demyan cleared his throat a little. “Most people have the wrong impression about Rome. My client wanted to meet patricians, not plebs. I was thinking...maybe the reputed freedom of the patricians appeals to them. No hard work, waited on hand and foot, food and wine in abundance. Free sex, wherever and whenever you want it, even orgies on demand. Most psi would embrace such a lifestyle with cries of joy.”

“If it really existed,” Christian added, with the tone of one who knows better. Even Brenden and Ryan nodded.

Something nagged at Cáel, niggling at the back of his mind. Something one of them had said. But the conversation was moving on. Brenden had his hand out, as if he were making an offering.

“I have many contacts out there—”

Christian laughed.

Brenden scowled, but kept speaking. “Some of the conversations I’ve had with those contacts lately have been speculation about the psi. How they’ve been showing...solidarity. Organization. Even forethought, if you can believe it.”

Rob shook his head. “That’s an unsettling idea.”

Ryan was frowning, tugging at his lip. “If it’s true, it still leaves us with a gaping, unanswered ‘why.’ Brenden, keep milking your contacts, see if you can learn more. And I want to know how a psi managed to pose as human. And there’s a secondary thought—where did they get the money to pay for the tour? That’s a serious amount of money and psi aren’t known for their thrift.”

Brenden got to his feet. “As soon as I can,” he rumbled and headed for the door.

“Demyan, sit down with Security for your usual de-briefing, only this time I want you to examine every moment with a proverbial microscope for whatever implications we can find.”

Demyan nodded and left. To Cáel, he looked preoccupied and not about the events in Rome. 

Ryan leaned back in his chair to look directly at Pritti. “Do you have anything you can tell me?”

She coyly dropped her cheek to her shoulder and blinked at Ryan. “I don’t like messing with the ruffle-heads. They scare me.” 

“Doesn’t mean you haven’t,” Ryan said evenly, not at all moved by her crystalline, innocent gaze.

Amazingly, her eyes filled with tears, that slithered down her cheeks, without marring her smooth perfection. “You don’t believe me,” she whispered.

“Not usually,” Ryan returned. He got to his feet and moved around the chairs towards her. “I could always just find out for myself,” he growled, reaching for her arm.

Pritti moved with a speed that Cáel had trouble following. From floor to table, to another table, to the top of a high cupboard against the wall. While the second table still rocked from the sudden changes in weight, she stared down at Ryan from her perch. “It hurts when you read my mind,” she said, pouting.

Ryan made no move to follow her. “Then convince me you had nothing to do with this matter,” he said. “And don’t teleport inside the station, Pritti. We’ve discussed this.”

Cáel realized then that she had been teleporting from spot to spot across the room.

Pritti hugged her knees to her chest. “I’m still here, aren’t I? No forethought. No memory. No conscience.” She spat the words, her voice mimicking Brenden’s deep tones. “But I stayed, didn’t I?”

“You...stayed?” Ryan probed carefully.

“Ten years, next week. I said I’d stay and I did. Promised you, I did. You remember, I know you do.”

“Of course I do.”

Suddenly, she was gone. Then she instantly reappeared on the table in front of Ryan, crouched like animal about to spring. “I gave a third of my life, Ryan Daniel Deasmhumhain. You’ve given how much?”

And abruptly she was gone again.

Ryan took a deep breath and turned to face them. “That poor girl. I had to make sure.”

Christian looked grim and sad. “She’s right, though. Who are we to question her loyalty?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Cáel said. “What did she mean by ‘ten years’?” 

“Pritti has worked for the Agency for ten years. Most psi are lucky to live to thirty years old. She’s already given a third of her life to us for no more reason than that we asked her to.” 

* * * * *
 

Spetsopoula, Greece. 2263 A.D.

“Stelios!” Brenden bellowed.

“In here!” Cáel yelled back, tucking a last shirt away in the carryall.

Brenden appeared in the bedroom doorway. “You don’t have an assistant to do that?” he asked.

“I have assistants,” Cáel assured him. “My assistants have assistants. I have so many assistants that figuring out who reports to whom on an organizational chart makes the Stelios family tree blush in shame in comparison and my family, Brenden, can trace their roots back to Alexander the Great. So yes...I have assistants.” He closed the carryall. “I just keep them confined to business and keep my private life private.” He picked up the carryall. “It’s just one way of staying slightly sane.”

Brenden grinned. “And humble. Are you ready?”

“I think the family business will survive another few days without me. Yes.” He glanced over Brenden’s shoulder. “You had no trouble landing in the study?”

“Now you’ve cleared it out, it’s good. Thank you.” Brenden still didn’t move.

“What is it?” Cáel asked.

Brenden rubbed his thumb over his bottom lip. “I’ve been seeing a bit of Lady Harriet Winslow.”

Cáel tried not to show how impressed he was. “She’s married, isn’t she?”

“Yeah. Donald Winslow the Third. He’s your age.”

Cáel nodded. “But he didn’t qualify for regeneration.”

“Harriet’s his fourth wife. She’s got no expectations,” Brenden said. “Her sister is Bridget Dansby.”

“Ah.” Cáel put his carryall down, as the name made the connection in his mind and he realized where Brenden was going with this. “And Bridget is married to Phillip Dansby, a vampire who is passing.”

Brenden nodded. “Dansby isn’t his real name of course. But he knew Ryan, long before the Agency started and eventually Lionel Bird caught up with him and asked him a few questions about a book he was researching.”

Cáel said, “Lionel is a world class researcher. He earned his fee.”

Brenden nodded. “Only Bridget says Lionel did his research nearly a year ago.”

Cáel waited.

Brenden crossed his arms again, making the big biceps bulge. “So I did a bit of research of my own. And I had a wee chat with Lionel Bird.”

Cáel sighed. “He told you the research was completed eight months ago, not a few weeks ago, as I let you believe.”

Brenden leaned against the doorframe, filling it. “Why the lie, Assemblyman? You can see my concern, can’t you?”

“You have no reason to be concerned.”

“You said that the first time you told me about the research, but this adds meaning to it. Why sit on it? Why the delay? What were you doing with it all that time? That’s my concern.”

“Think I was running around building a conspiracy about them, Brenden?” Cáel gave a short laugh. “Live a day in my shoes and you’ll know how ludicrous that idea really is. I don’t have time. The Assembly was in session when I was handed the file and for the first three months, frankly, I did nothing with it. I lived and breathed politics and ate lobbyists for sustenance. Then I finally got to read it and realized...” Cáel took a breath. “I realized how remarkable they really were. How astonishing. I had to think for a while what to do with that information. I wanted to find something truly worthwhile for it.” He shrugged. “And here we are.”

Brenden didn’t move. He watched Cáel, like a cat watches a mouse.

“You said you wanted...one of them,” Brenden said. “That came from the reading, didn’t it?”

Wariness crept through him and Cáel threw it off. He knew the only way he was going to get past Brenden now was to be completely open and honest. Brenden’s suspicions had been raised and he was being a good security officer. And a good friend.

“All the readings,” Cáel admitted. “I read that damned thing enough times that I have parts of it memorized. It was the little hints they let show through the chinks of their armour. Just enough to drive an observant man mad with the need to uncover the rest. So I tried to uncover the rest and was hooked.” He shrugged.

Brenden’s arms dropped. “God almighty, you want them both,” he breathed.

Cáel held out his hands. “And now you have me where you want me, Brenden. My underbelly is utterly exposed.”

“Is that what you think?” Brenden leaned forward and picked up the carryall by the strap. “C’mon, you’re already late. Nayara will yell at me.” He scooped Cáel up almost the same way he had the carryall and jumped forward into his jump, not giving Cáel time to draw breath, let alone respond to his comment. 

As a way of changing subjects, it was a show-stopper.






  










 

Chapter Thirteen
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

By the time security were done filleting him, Demyan could feel the growing bone-deep ache that heralded the need to feed and rest. As he wended his way through the maze of back passages to his cramped quarters on the star-side of the station, he admitted to himself that the jump to Rome had depleted his reserves in a way he’d not experienced before. 

He would have to be careful to restore his energy completely before he jumped again. Demyan had not had much time for Ezra—like many, he’d found the man’s unending lectures on the woes of vampire-kind tiresome—but Ezra’s death was still a harsh warning to take care of himself. He liked travelling and intended to do it for many years yet.

Pritti was curled up against a structural strut running up the wall opposite the door to his quarters, hugging her knees and rocking herself. When he got closer, she jumped to her feet in one of her balletic movements that usually fascinated him. Her eyes were tear-stained.

“Pritti—” he started, intending to cut her off before she began.

“You said nothing,” she interjected. “Nothing!”

“What did you want me to say? That Brenden isn’t prejudiced about psi in general, just one psi in particular?”

“Why not?” she asked, as he let his door open. “It’s the truth.”

“Everything he said is generally true anyway.”

“But not about me! You could have said that!”

He paused with his hand on the doorsill. “Okay. Fine. I point out that Brenden is merely displaying latent signs of jealousy. They would have nodded wisely and said ‘how do you know that?’ There isn’t a way to answer that question that wouldn’t tell them about...that we’re...whatever it is we are,” he finished, feeling more than a little gauche and stupid. 

She curled around him where he stood at the open doorway and looked up at him with her beautiful eyes. “What is so wrong about them knowing about us?” she asked simply.

He’d lived two hundred times longer than Pritti, yet she often made him feel like the child. Like now. He couldn’t maintain contact with her eyes and looked away. “I’m tired, Pritti. I have to rest.”

She stayed silent. He could almost feel her upset. He stepped through the door and let it close. Later. He would speak to her later. The need to feed was becoming a throbbing demand in his skull.

He had taken a single step into the room when she appeared in front of him. She raised her tiny fists and slammed them against his chest, shocking him. “You are ashamed of me!”

“No,” he said instantly. Truthfully.

“You won’t tell them because you would be embarrassed.”

He caught at her wrists and easily held them still. “Pritti, not now. I must...I have to feed and then I must rest.”

“Then when? You have all the time in the world. I don’t.”

“I mean it, Pritti. You think you know vampires because you work with them, but there’s a reason people are afraid of us.”

“I sleep with one, too, but I know him less than I do the others.” Her lips were trembling.

The throbbing was becoming a pounding, a ravening need was coursing through him, reminding him of older times, before vampires had learned to cope with their needs and grew more civilized.

He could smell her flesh, almost feel her blood pulsing beneath it. “Pritti...” he tried to warn her. “Leave. Now.” His fangs were starting to descend.

She stared up at him. Her hands were still caught in his fists, but she spread her fingertips over his chest and gave a small smile. “You won’t hurt me,” she whispered.

“I can’t...I can’t promise that,” he ground out.

“Why wouldn’t you say anything?” she insisted.

He growled his frustration. The strong survival instincts of the symbiot were starting to take over. They would make him feed, regardless of what he wanted. He would become a mindless creature of animal drives. Pritti didn’t understand.

“Why?” she insisted. She showed no fear at all.

“Very well, then.” He pushed her up against the wall and pinned her with his body so that she could not jump away from him. “If the psi are organizing, I would guess it is for the same reason Ryan organized vampires—for freedoms and rights you don’t have now. And you’ve told me you stay living on the station because it’s the closest to off-world you can get now they’ve banned psi from leaving Earth.” His breathing had accelerated. And he could hear her blood now, hear the pulse. He shook his head to clear it. “You would stand to gain if you taught the psi how to jump through time, as you’re so practiced at it now.”

She tilted her head, as she studied him. Then she reached up and tugged at the opening of the short kimono-style shirt she was wearing. It pulled open, revealing her shoulder, her creamy white breast and her neck...with the carotid artery that beckoned to him.

“Feed,” she whispered. “Go ahead. You need it.”

He could not stop himself. He lowered his head and pierced the soft, pale flesh and drank her nectar. He heard her gasp of pain, but it was a distant sound. He sank into her sweetness.

“Enough. Enough, Demyan. Now. Stop!” She was hammering on his shoulder. Then her small hands were grasping his head, pulling him away from her.

He heard the ugly sound he made and hated himself. The animal in him knew she had no strength, could not push him away. And he needed more, yet.

Suddenly, she was not there.

He pushed himself away from the empty wall, spinning around to pursue her and was thrown forward as something heavy slammed into him from the left. He slid and landed hard up against the wall by the door. He heard something crack, tried to get up and his arm gave out under him.

He was punched up against the wall again. This time he could make out the object as it hit him—the side table that normally sat next to his bed. It shattered as it struck him, cutting deep into his arm.

He’d forgotten that Pritti’s mind was far stronger than she was.

“Pritti, stop!” he said, holding up his arm. “Enough!”

She stood in the middle of his room, her arms by her side, breathing hard. Blood ran down her neck, onto her chest. The jacket still hung open. 

“Do you have it caged?” she demanded. 

“What?” He realized that his clavicle was shattered, but already the bone was realigning, knitting together. His arm stung where the gouge was sealing and repairing itself.

“The devil’s spawn in you. Is it controlled?” Pritti demanded.

He took a breath. Another. She did understand, then. “Yes,” he said. “For now.” His fangs retracted. He’d drunk enough to last a little while longer. He slowly got to his knees and she hurried over to help him, which was faintly ridiculous, given her size. 

He stilled her efforts simply by wrapping his arms around her and holding her and she let him. He looked over her shoulder and saw the destruction she had caused with her two missiles. Gold glinted, by the bed. His Faberge egg, the one the Tsar of Russia had given him, lay in a hundred pieces across the floor. Regret touched him. The egg was a reminder of his roots. His identity.

“Did you see?” Pritti whispered against his cheek. “While you fed, did you look inside me?”

He pulled her away from him enough to look into her eyes. “Pritti, I don’t look unless I’m asked. You’ve never understood how important it is that we voluntarily impose that restriction. But it is important and I abide by it.”

Her eyes were filling with tears. “I wanted you to see.”

“I will look, then.” He kissed her, the gentlest way he knew of peering into someone’s mind. When he had seen what she was showing him, he lowered himself back down until he was leaning against the cold wall once more. Sadness filled him. Pritti watched him, looking for acceptance. 

“I understand,” he told her softly and cupped her cheek. “I see, now, why you stay.” He tried to smile. “And happy birthday, Pritti.”

Today she turned twenty-nine years old. No psi had ever lived beyond thirty-one. Vampires, unlike humans or other psi , would remember her long after she was gone. 

* * * * *
 

Nayara watched Dionne Rinaldi walk into the room and couldn’t help running her gaze over the woman’s attire. Nayara had always eschewed human fashions as frivolous and impractical, but Dionna Rinaldi made sense of high fashion. She made it work in a way that turned heads. The silver-grey shimmering suit she wore skimmed every inch of her figure tightly, right down to her knees. An electric blue shawl wrapped her shoulders and hung to the floor behind her. The blue complimentted her eyes. Her hair had been arranged in curls on the top of her head.

Nayara, sitting at the head of the long table in the hastily assembled boardroom, wasn’t aware that she was adjusting her own clothing until Ryan lifted her hand away from her lapels. He glanced at her and shook his head the tiniest fraction and put her hand back down by her side. His fingertips brushed over the back of her knuckles before he lifted his hand away. His chair, as he was co-head of the agency, also sat at the head of the wide table, next to Nayara.

Nayara glanced around the room of assembled senior agency members to see if anyone had noticed her revealing fidgeting.

Cáel was watching her from his seat off to the side, where he sat in half-shadow. His dark eyes were probably absorbing every detail of her nervousness. He rarely missed such telling minutiae.

Ah well... She could live with Cáel knowing. He had proved more than once that he knew how to hold his tongue.

Justin showed Dionne to the chair placed in the space made by the U-shaped table and took his place at the end of the table itself.

“You asked to speak to us, Ms. Rinaldi,” Nayara told her. “You went to some trouble to arrange this meeting. Please sit and explain yourself.”

Dionne rested a well-manicured hand on the back of the chair and the other hand on her hip. She didn’t sit down. “I understand that despite having all of time at your disposal, you’ve learned the pointlessness of wasting time on trivia. So I will come straight to the point. Your public appearance at the charity ball in Vienna was a fiasco. And from what I hear, you’re attempting another PR event. A book?”

Ryan made a tiny sound. It wouldn’t carry to Dionne, but Nayara caught it. 

Where had Dionne heard about the book?

Dionne nodded, despite Nayara maintaining her neutral expression. “A book, then.” 

Someone around the table hadn’t kept a poker face. Nayara made a mental note to replay the media clip later and find out who she needed to speak to about boardroom strategy training.

Dionne continued. “Measuring by the Vienna ball, your pool of PR talent isn’t up to the task. They’re not doing you any favours.”

Nayara kept her head immobile, but slid her gaze toward Cáel. How was he taking this disparagement of his work?

Cáel was grinning openly. He was enjoying this.

Startled, Nayara returned her gaze to Dionne. “And your proposal, Ms. Rinaldi?”

“My services,” Dionne said simply. “You people need me. Desperately.”

“And why do we need you?” Ryan asked.

Dionne smiled, showing perfect white teeth. “You’re trying to make humans like you. That’s the plan, isn’t it?”

Nayara sat very still. Had they been that obvious about their intentions?

“Come on, guys!” Dionne railed at them. “I’m good at my job! You think I couldn’t figure it out? You’ve been hiding away on this station for nearly two hundred years, then poof!, suddenly you’re throwing money at charities, going to glittering media events and you’re writing a book?” She laughed. “Any wet-behind-the-ears consultant could figure that one out.”

“Then I repeat the question,” Nayara said. “Why do we need you, if the plan is so obvious?”

“It’s an obvious plan and it’s a good idea,” Dionne said. “But you’re going to need PR muscle to punch it through, because things will—have—gone wrong. That`s because you’re dealing with vampires interacting with humans. It’s not a simple Melbourne Cup Race Day. You’re going to need the best to shepherd this through. You’re going to need me.”

Nayara let herself smile. “You believe you can...rescue our campaign?”

Dionne crossed her arms, her fingertips nestled between her breasts and her upper arms. “Yes,” she said. “I would be willing to make my fee contingent, if that helps sweeten the deal for you.”

Nayara struggled to keep expression from her face. A contingent fee? The woman was remarkably sure of herself...or else she wanted this job so badly, she was willing to throw down a sweetheart deal in order to close it.

Ryan was sitting back, letting Nayara take the reins on the negotiations. This was her field of expertise. 

Nayara considered. There was more to this than Dionne was so far letting on. So, she needed more information. “What fee are you proposing?”

“Six and a half million credits, for the list of criteria we can settle later.” 

It wasn’t a sweetheart deal then. The fee was possibly the most expensive consultant fee anyone on the planet had ever paid. It was a once in a lifetime deal. Dionne knew exactly what she was doing, then. She knew this would shift her from famous just in this lifetime to a permanent part of the history books.

“That is a steep fee,” Nayara observed mildly. She mentally blessed everyone around the table, who hadn’t twitched so much as a muscle when Dionne had quoted her price.

“It is,” Dionne agreed. “I can lower than price to five hundred thousand credits, with a little something thrown in on the top.”

Nayara breathed deeply. It was a sweetheart deal! Dionne wanted this job. The first exorbitant price was a blind, to make this cheaper price look so much more reasonable. The condition she was about to offer would be hard to meet, but would look more attractive than the six million price tag she had first demanded.

“And the little something would be?” Nayara asked, keeping the excitement out of her voice.

“At the end of the assignment, I get turned and...” Dionne held up her finger, even though no one had spoken, “I get my choice of which cast I am made into.”

Nayara failed to hide her shock. So did almost everyone around the table.

Even Cáel leaned forward on his chair, all amusement gone, as he looked at Nayara and Ryan, open astonishment on his face. Nayara could almost read his question.

What does she mean by ‘cast’?

Nayara stood up. “Clear the room. Everyone. Justin, you stay. Rob, Christian, Brenden. The rest, I’m sorry, this has just become a closed session.” She looked at Dionne. “You, too, Ms. Rinaldi. We will get back to you with an answer to your proposal in a while. Demyan, would you escort Ms. Rinaldi to the visitors’ lounge?”

Demyan was shorter than Rinaldi in her high shoes, but his glare and the rigid posture of his shoulders cut short any protest she might have been about to make. She meekly followed him out of the room.

“Hell’s bell,” Ryan breathed.

“Cáel, Ryan,” Nayara warned, as she saw Cáel threading his way out of the room.

“Cáel,” Ryan called softly.

Cáel looked around.

Ryan pointed to the chair Cáel had been sitting in. Cáel frowned, but turned and went back to his unobtrusive seat in the dark corner.

“You don’t mind, do you?” Nayara asked Ryan. 

“He may as well hear it now. We’ll just end up having to tell him for the damn book later,” Ryan replied softly.

She hid her smile. “You know this can’t come out yet.”

“Why not?” Ryan asked reasonably.

Nayara opened her mouth, but no answer would come. Finally, she said, “Let’s worry about being accepted for ourselves first, before we add the complication of casts.”

Justin shut the big, manual boardroom door and dropped into his chair and looked at them. Silence fell.

Ryan pushed his fingers through his hair. “There’s no easy way to—”

“We have casts?” Justin interrupted.

Ryan sighed. “Yes.”

“Fuck!” Justin swore. It was an aggrieved sound. “And she knew about them! That makes me feel like a right stupid git. Why isn’t this common knowledge?”

“I imagine it’s because casts in most races are the cause of most civil wars and bloodshed within those races,” Cáel said from his dark seat. “Casts separates a species. It doesn’t unite it.”

“That’s one reason, yes,” Ryan said. “But mostly, it’s because knowledge of the casts has really only started to come together in any sort of cohesive pattern in the last one hundred years or so, as vampires were free to speak about their origins and their makings. There’s a lot of very old vampires who are still passing. They don’t hold with coming out. But their knowledge is invaluable...when they choose to speak. It’s still an incomplete picture.”

Rob rapped his knuckles on the table. “Wait, wait. Forgive an old Scot for being picky. Are ye telling me ye know the origins of vampires now?”

“We...think so,” Ryan prevaricated.

Cáel stood up and walked deliberately into the space in the middle of the table. “Think a minute before you ask the questions burning in your minds. I know you think you want the answers. Everyone wants to know where they come from. But consider...can you afford to know the truth? All of you have lived very long and mostly peaceful lives. They’ve been productive and sometimes happy and you’ve arrived at this spot in time. An unprecedented place in time where vampires are on the verge of acceptance by humans. You’re already living lives untrammelled by disguises or daily fear of discovery.” He turned, looking them all in the eye. “Consider before you open this Pandora’s box. Ryan isn’t hesitating because he doesn’t know the answers. He knows the answers. He doesn’t like what they’ll do to you when you know them.”

“Too late, Stelios,” Brenden growled. “That bloody woman opened the lid already. She knows about the casts. That means we have to know in order to deal with her.”

“You don’t have to deal with her,” Cáel pointed out. “Walk away. There’s other consultants. Other experts.” He looked at Christian, who nodded.

“We can’t afford to walk away from her,” Justin said. “She knows too much. Who are her sources? It’s better to have her working for us than against us.”

Cáel sighed. “The casts will divide you,” he warned. “Just when you’ve learned to work together.”

“It doesn’t always work that way, human,” Rob said softly. “All the clans of Scotland managed to settle their generations’ worth of differences and fight together for two wars, to win back Scotland. If the need is great enough, a race will unite.”

Cáel lifted his hands and let them drop. “I cannot gainsay you, highlander.” He went back to his chair and sat heavily.

Nayara felt fear curl in her gut. Cáel’s concerns were valid. She glanced at Ryan.

He grimaced. “There are four casts,” he said.

She sighed.

“The names of the casts come to us from the past,” Ryan continued. “There is The Eridu, The Lagash, The Assur and The Malsinne. The Malsinne are the dark cast...” He hesitated. “We’re still sorting this out. Back in the past, to distinguish a cast member, you would track them back via their maker. But no one has kept records of such things for millennia. But the casts have distinct talents and abilities and we’ve found that one of the easiest ways of determining cast is by the vampire’s predilection toward psi talents.”

There was a small, puzzled silence.

Brenden frowned his way through it. “You mean to say, depending on which psi trick we pick up fastest, you can figure out which cast we belong to?”

Ryan nodded. “Some casts can’t pick up some talents at all. And there are behavioural clues, too. You inherit traits just like you inherited genetic traits from your human parents.”

The room was utterly silent. Nayara, who had heard this all before, watched the intense concentration on their faces and worried again if they were wise to pass this on right now. But Dionne had given them little choice.

“What are the traits, then?” Christian asked.

“Telepathy among members of your own cast is common to all. We think it may work even when you’re in your own timeline.”

“Not just human?” Christian asked sharply.

“Not just human,” Ryan verified. “The Eridu are predisposed toward precognition and emotional manipulation, especially through touch. There’s more of the Eridu still passing than not because they’re more inclined to want to stay out of humans’ way. They’re loners, the ones that like the long travel assignments.”

“Demyan,” Brenden declared.

Nayara glanced at Ryan. Fahmido had tentatively classified Demyan as an Eridu.

“The Lagash lean towards Omni-Linguism.” 

Christian’s head jerked around from his conversation with Rob.

“They also soak up anything to do with flight or levitation. They have particularly good balance.”

Rob laid his hand on Christian’s arm. Christian was a swordsman and good footwork was a necessity for a master swordsman. 

“The Lagash tend to be peace-makers and politicians. Thinkers,” Ryan finished.

Like Ryan, Nayara mentally finished with a sigh.

“The Assur tend to pick up telekinesis very well,” Ryan said. “They’re also the ones with great fighting ability—superfast reactions and strength, more than the other casts. They’re usually leaders, warriors.” Ryan glanced at Nayara. 

Her cast.

Ryan grimaced. “Then there’s the Malsinne.” He hesitated again. “We’ve all known of vampires who seemed to be unable to learn psi talents. Vampires who were unable to become travellers because they simply couldn’t grasp the ability to jump.”

Heads were nodding around the table.

“Chances are, those vampires were of the Malsinne cast,” Ryan said quietly. “The Malsinne have no special powers. They have the hardest time stopping human drinking—the siren song runs strong in them. But they fight hard and dirty.” He hesitated again, then sat back. “That’s the four casts as we know them,” he concluded.

“You said the Malsinne were the dark cast,” Justin said. “Do you know why?”

“Yes,” Ryan said. “But I think that explanation is best left for another day.”

Justin scowled. 

“You are not Malsinne,” Ryan added. “No one we know on the station is Malsinne. Everyone here can jump, time jump and grasp psi talents. The Malsinne have naturally found no place here, where we need those talents.”

“So what do we do about Rinaldi?” Justin asked.

“We hire her,” Ryan replied. “And we turn her, as requested. She will live on to appreciate the long term consequences of what she has started here today.”






  










 

Chapter Fourteen
 

When the door to her office announced Cáel, then opened automatically, Nayara barely got her feet off the table and onto the floor before he stepped in.

“Is this a good time?” he asked, pointing to the dozen or so reading boards spread across the coffee table. He stopped on the opposite side of the table and he didn’t sit down.

“I’m clearing my schedule. I owe you a story or two. We’re behind.” 

He smiled and it made his eyes glow. “I didn’t have to nag you this time.”

Nayara pouted. “I can always cancel again.”

He held up a hand. “I give up.” He pushed the hand into his trouser pocket. “Nayara?”

“What?”

“Salathiel was a Malsinne, wasn’t he? From all the hints you and Ryan have given, about how he changed...that’s part of why he changed, isn’t it?”

Nayara put the board aside. Sadness filled her chest and made it difficult to breath. “We think so,” she replied. “I suppose learning about the casts has given us this one positive thing. It has given us an explanation. A partial explanation, anyway.” She tried to smile at Cáel. “It’s not the whole story though.”

“I know. There’s never only one explanation for something that complicated.” He smiled back. “I have a couple of people waiting outside to see you and Ryan. May I bring them in?”

She pushed at her hair. “I...yes.”

“You are stunning as always,” Cáel assured her. “And Brenden has passed them through his security check.”

Only slightly mollified, she sent Ryan an alert.

The door to his office opened. “What’s up?” he asked.

Cáel headed for the outer office door. “A couple of people you should meet.” He opened the door and beckoned.

A man—a human—stepped into the office and Nayara’s senses kicked into high alert. She stood up.

He was perhaps as tall as Ryan and blond. Not pale blond like Christian. A dirty blond. His hair was a practical short length that Nayara knew was a compromise between a military haircut and civilian length. He wore black trousers that looked like simple business trousers but were probably made of polymer and virtually indestructible, black shoes with soles designed to grip any surface, a black stretch shirt and a simple black jacket over the top that had four big utility pockets on the front and probably two in the side seams, as well.

He had a square, hard jaw, a straight nose and unexpectedly blue eyes that were looking straight at her. But it was his walk and the way he held himself that told her far more about the man that the clothing and the on-point look.

Highly trained in self-defence and offensive attack, she judged. With or without weapons. A fighting machine that considered himself on duty right now. He was quartering the room. Judging.

“You’re a Universal Warden,” Nayara said, as Cáel turned to introduce him.

“You’ve met one of us before, ma’am?” the man said. His voice was deep and he spoke with a confident tone. This one was a commander.

“No,” Nayara replied. “But you cannot be anything else. And you just confirmed it.”

“Kieren, ma’am. I’m the head of my unit.” He nodded.

“No last name? No rank?”

“The Wardens are like the old French Foreign Legion,” Ryan said. “Once they take in a recruit, his past is wiped clean and all members are equal. The Wardens are big on fraternity.”

“For a reason, sir. It works,” Kieren replied. 

“The Universal Wardens are the elite para-military fighting force in the world,” Cáel said. “The Worlds Assembly use them for all civilian and military operations, including the personal safety of the Assembly. I just hired three units and assigned them the safety of Agency personnel during public functions. Keiren’s unit has the lead.”

“Without discussing it with us, Cáel?” Ryan replied. “What the hell—”

“But it will look so sexy, why wouldn’t you want them there?”

Nayara turned her attention to the woman standing behind Kieren and Cáel. The woman was the one who had spoken. “Excuse me?” Nayara asked.

The woman was short so she had to strain to see over the shoulders of the two men. Finally she stepped around them. Cáel moved out of her way with an apologetic wave of his hand. 

“I said, why wouldn’t you want a Warden guarding you at a public event?” the woman said. “Look at the guy! They’re sexy. Hot. Having one of them at the back of your shoulder makes you look like you’re really somebody.”

Nayara glanced at Kieren. He wore no expression at all, but his jaw line was suspiciously taut.

Nayara turned her attention back to the woman. “And you are...?”

The woman gave her a huge smile. “Mariana Jones. But you can call me just ‘Mary’. I don’t go in for all that fancy name calling like you guys do. I know how important names are to you and all.”

Cáel lowered himself onto the arm of the visitor chair and crossed his own arms. He wasn’t going to help out at all. He seemed to be enjoying himself.

“You know that...how?” Nayara asked. She looked Mariana over. The woman was clearly human and in her forties. She was carrying a lot of extra weight, which she did nothing to disguise or hide. The clothing she wore was not in the least flattering. Mariana had nice skin and very nice grey eyes, but her clothes were a chaotic mix of colours that did nothing to enhance either. Her hair was greying and frankly pulled back behind her head with a piece of leather. She wore no make-up or other beauty enhancements like perfume or colourings.

“I read a lot,” Mariana said. “All the time, when I’m not working. I read everything. The nets, books. I watch clips, too, but I really like to read, more.”

“Oh, you’re the...um...writer?” Nayara asked.

Mariana rolled her eyes. “Don’t be silly. I’m not a writer. I just like you folks. Cáel clued me in on what you need. I get to hammer out the story of your life the way I see it and you clean it up properly afterwards.” She smiled again. Her smile was nice, too. She had good teeth and the smile made her eyes sparkle. “It’s a good idea. A real writer wouldn’t get it. They wouldn’t get you.”

A dozen different questions occurred to Nayara, but Ryan asked one first. “Why on earth do you like us?”

Yes, why? Nayara thought.

Mariana put her hands on her ample hips. “Well, it’s because you’re so different from anyone I know, I suppose.”

“You like that we’re different?”

Mariana laughed. “Of course, silly! Jeez...My life is so damned boring. You guys lead such interesting lives. You’ve really seen it all. Wars and big events and stuff. I just have this little old tiny life where nothing happens. Lord, my cat sometimes forgets to say hello to me when I get home at night. He’s so lazy he just stays in his basket!”

“It sounds heavenly,” Nayara breathed.

The door chimed and Nayara let it open. Brenden would be monitoring her visitors now that there were humans on the station, so this one would have been vetted, as well as escorted, too.

Dionne Rinaldi strode in, Justin right behind her.

Dionne had the sort of legs made for striding and she did it very well. Nayara resisted the need to tweak at her own skirt as Dionne planted herself in the centre of the room. The lights played wonderfully in Dionne’s hair and off the shimmery fabric of her business gown.

“The world music awards are tomorrow night,” Dionne said, without preamble. “I can arrange tickets for you in the stalls. I can’t even begin to explain to you how strategically important these tickets are. Anyone who is anyone will be there and they all sit in the stalls where the cameras will catch them.”

“I think you managed to adequately explain, after all,” Cáel said dryly. He glanced at Kieren. “It might be best if we picked up a bit later on your assigned duties.”

“With due respect, Assemblyman,” Kieren replied, “This event tomorrow night is exactly the sort of event my men and I need to be advised of. I’d like to stay so I can brief the teams.”

Cáel glanced at Ryan and raised his brow in question. 

“You realize we can defend ourselves quite well?” Ryan answered.

“But when you do, it’s a publicity nightmare,” Dionne replied. “Wardens holding off over-enthusiastic fans won’t even register on-camera. I’d hire them, Ryan.”

“But everyone liked that he was protecting his mate,” Mariana said, from the further back in the corner, where she had stepped. She sounded like she was speaking to herself, but Cáel turned to look at her. 

Dionne rolled her eyes. “Nayara, we’ll have to find you something suitable to wear. This is a black tie—”

“Just a moment, Dionne,” Cáel interupted. “Mariana, what did you say?”

Mariana ducked her head. “Oh, don’t mind me.” 

“The metrics demonstrated that Ryan’s performance with that vegetable was greeted with universal horror,” Dionne said.

“It was a sucky survey,” Mariana replied.

Dionne’s mouth dropped open and she turned to face the older woman. “Who are you, exactly?”

“I’m no one,” Mariana replied, with a wave of her hand and a smile. “But we bought a copy of that research you were talking about just then, because we heard about that result and thought it was a bit too bad to be true. And it was.”

Dionne gave a laugh that Nayara suspected was supposed to be dry, but came out sounding trill. “It was a professional survey completed by a highly reputable research company. I assure you, only expert analysts would be able to deconstruct the data in any meaningful way. Trying to break it down on a kitchen table using a souped-up home network will simply leave you confused. Demonstrably so.” She turned her back on Mariana.

“Oh, we used the computers in the laboratory network at CERN City to break the data down,” Mariana replied. 

Nayara clamped her jaw tightly to hide her smile.

Dionne spun to face Mariana. “How is that possible?” she replied flatly.

“One of our members works there,” Mariana said. “So we used his graveyard shift to run the data. It only took a minute on the mainframe there. Barely a hiccup, really.” She gave a big smile. “The survey was biased. In all sorts of ways. The sample group was primarily white North Americans in their late eighties or their first regeneration. They’re people who remember the Censure period and are most likely to really hate vampires. And the questions were flat-out biased. The primary question, the one that got nearly a ninety-five percent thumbs down, was when they showed the clip with the tomato. They didn’t show anything leading up to it, or that Ryan was stopping the tomato from hitting Nayara. They just showed the tomato in his hand, the juice running down his hand and his fangs. Then they asked ‘does this give you an unpleasant reaction?’” Mariana threw up her hands. “Well holey-moley, I got an unpleasant reaction from watching you walk into the room and treat me like a dumb hick, Ms. Whoever you are, but I’m not about to lynch you over it. Neither are most of the people who watched Ryan with that tomato.” She smiled warmly at Dionne. “It was a sucky report, like I said.”

Cáel was smiling openly, but he was standing behind Dionne. 

Dionne considered Mariana for a moment. “Even if the report is biased, it doesn’t mean that just because a few extremists—”

“We’re not extremists,” Mariana replied with gentle dignity. “We’re a neural network.”

Dionne laughed. “There’s barely any difference! Just because you and a few of your gossiping friends share a few common thoughts about vampires and were clever enough to spot the weakness in a report, it doesn’t mean you hold a valid opinion in this room about the true public perception of vampires.”

“There’s five hundred and thirty thousand of us,” Mariana replied. 

“Which proves my point,” Dionne said coolly. “That’s not even a quarter of a percent of the world’s population. You’re hardly a significant sample.”

“That’s just the eastern quadrant of the United States,” Mariana replied. 

Not just Dionne blinked at that. Nayara saw Ryan’s attention jolt and Cáel’s, too. 

“How many networks like yours exist?” The question came from Kieren.

“There’s twelve in North America,” Mariana replied. “We don’t really keep tabs on everyone else unless we’re trading favours, like the CERN City thing.” She gave a small smile. “You know what the nets can be like. It changes all the time, depending on who is hooked into which net.”

Nayara caught the look Ryan sent her and interpreted it. Perhaps they had been trying to win over the wrong demographic all this time. Half their battle was already won...via the nets.

Dionne Rinaldi, though, had returned to her mission. The music awards. “Nayara, you will need to find a dress, if you don’t have one. Something spectacular, to compete with the glitter that will be seen on the red carpet. Usually, women coax a designer into sponsoring them by lending them a gown for the evening, if they will drop the designer’s name for the cameras, but with only two days, we’re not going to have time to arrange a deal like that, so—”

“What about the designer you used for the ball?” Mariana asked.

Dionne blew out her breath and turned to face Mariana again. “What?” This time her impatience was patent.

Mariana gave Dionne another friendly smile. “You really need to visit the nets more often, sweetheart. You’re just not keeping up on the gossip, are you?”

Dionne’s mouth worked as she searched for a suitable response. She cleared her throat.

“If you did,” Mariana replied, “You’d know that there’s a right ol’ fuss going on over that velvet and chiffon number that Nayara wore to the Vienna ball. No one can figure out who the designer is and no designer is stepping up and taking credit. Everyone’s trying to copy the dress and no one can figure out how to make it. Not with all that silk chiffon floating off it the way it did.” She shrugged. “I just think Nayara should go with her strengths. Everyone loved that dress. She should do another one, same designer. If she can.” Mariana smiled at Nayara.

Nayara smiled back, her heart sinking.

Dionne bit her lip, studying Nayara. “Who was it?” she asked. “If it was Alberto Cuéllar, or House Pontecorvo, or even Berg & Carlsen, I can pull in a few favours with them.”

Nayara rubbed her temple. “In truth...” She winced. “I had the head of the wardrobe department just run me up something.”

Dionne’s mouth opened again. 

Nayara rushed to explain. “I was so busy, you see and Cáel sprung the event on us with so little warning. I asked Cybelia to put together a dress like the other women would wear so I wouldn’t look completely out of place. She probably looked at footage from other years’ balls and figured something out.”

“You mean,” Dionne said slowly, looking even more horrified, “You didn’t even have any fittings?”

“Cybelia has my measurements,” Nayara said. “And we don’t change shape.” She wished that Dionne’s look of dismay would go away. It was such a simple matter after all. Well, she had thought it was. It was just a dress.

“No...this is perfect!” Mariana said, her voice dreamy and distant. “High fashion, vampire style.” She started to smile. “Vampire fashion, by Cybelia. Of course Nayara shouldn’t wear human styles. She should wear her own! And it should be different, too.”

Dionne put her hands on her hips. “Really?” she said, with a tone of exasperation.

“I like that idea,” Nayara said. “Cybelia has spent centuries studying fashion and clothing. She’s really very good and she has a whole team of designers that turn out clothing for our travellers. They would probably enjoy more creative projects.” She realized that all the men in the room had slightly glazed looks on their faces. “But this is definitely a discussion for another time,” she added. 

“Then the music awards are go?” Dionne pressed.

“Oh, do say yes!” Mariana coaxed. “I want to see your dress!”

Nayara couldn’t help smiling. Mariana’s enthusiasm was simply infectious. “Of course,” she said. “I want to see my dress, too.”






  










 

Chapter Fifteen
 

Justin was taller than Dionne Rinaldi, even with her high heels, but her legs were as long as his, so he had trouble keeping up with her temper-fuelled stride toward the visitor’s lounge.

He caught at her elbow. “Slow down.”

“Like hell!” she fumed. “I want off this station as fast as I can.”

“It hasn’t occurred to you we can jump from anywhere?” he asked reasonably. “You just have...to...stop.”

She halted abruptly and he nearly ran her over. They were in the section that linked the security area with the arrival chambers and the wall here was all glass, from top to bottom, giving a stunning view of Earth. Dionne turned to face the glass, her arm up, shielding her face. Justin suspected she wasn’t watching the view.

“Hey,” he said. “I tried to warn you we think differently. I said their reactions wouldn’t be what you could normally count on.”

“I know,” she replied. Her voice was muffled and suspiciously thick.

“You’re not...y’know...crying, are you?” He was faintly alarmed. He hadn’t had to deal with a woman’s tears for a couple of centuries and the last time he clearly remembered a woman crying had been a distinctly uncomfortable one.

Dionne turned her head further away from his sight. “No,” she said flatly. “The last thing I’d do in front of you is cry, Kelly. You’re likely to melt if I do.”

True.

But he tugged on her shoulder, turning her around to face him. Something kicked at his lower belly when he saw her eyes were filled with tears. They just hadn’t dropped yet. 

“Hey, I know it was rough on you in there,” he said. “But getting upset about it—”

“I’m not upset! I’m fucking angry!” she spat back.

Justin nodded. “Because that Mariana woman made you look like a fool?”

“Because she was right and I was wrong, Justin! For heaven’s sake!” Dionne thumped the glass next to her hip. “I was one hundred percent, one hundred and eighty degrees wrong and I let a grey haired woman with no make-up and no clue about personal presentation get under my skin and make me behave like a banshee teenager in the middle of a hormonal storm!”

“Well, you have a lot riding on this. A few missteps are likely to happen,” Justin pointed out.

Dionne drew in a breath and let it out. “And that’s what you meant by not understanding you people, isn’t it? Because that’s so not what I expected you to say. I’ve been fired for showing more decorum than I showed in there, Justin. Are you saying those three—Ryan, Nayara and Cáel—they’re just going to shrug and say ‘nerves’ and let it pass?”

Justin laughed. “I’m not only saying it, I’ll bet you good money on it.”

The corners of her generous mouth tilted upwards just a little. “I don’t have my pay cheque yet. Besides, you’re all filthy rich. I’m not betting you.”

Justin straightened up. There was no need to shield her from the view of passers-by now. “One thing you haven’t learned that you should and quickly, Dionne, is that living as long as we have changes our perspective. A lot. You think you know us because you’ve unearthed some cool factoids, but you really don’t know us at all. Not where it counts.”

Dionne nodded. “I’m starting to appreciate that.”

“That makes you smarter than I gave you credit for, when I first met you.” 

“I’m glad someone thinks so, because right now I’m not so impressed with myself. Would you mind taking me home, Justin? I really need to sulk in private where no one will see me pouting like a five year old.”

“Can I watch?” Justin asked.

“Not on your nelly, Kelly.”

“Damn, I thought my day was about to get interesting.” 

* * * * *
 

Ryan placed a bottle and glass in front of Cáel. “Here. Salute.” He threw himself into the armchair sitting at the end of the coffee table.

“Ouzo. You’re spoiling me.” Cáel broke the seal and poured, then put his feet up on the other visitor’s chair in front of Ryan’s desk and took a long swallow. “Think the Rinaldi woman will work out?”

Ryan nodded. “She’s good. Very good. She’s just young. Mariana caught her by surprise. She’ll come back next time with a different attitude. She’s flexible and smart. You’ll see.”

“That’s sort of what I was thinking, too. She’s got too much of a reputation for today to mean anything significant.” Cáel watched Ryan stretch in his chair for a moment. “Ryan.”

He looked up. 

“I’ve been doing the math. Salathiel was made in fourteen fifty-three. He created the time-wave in twenty sixty-one. You three were together up until that time. That’s six hundred and eight years.”

“I never counted them up before,” Ryan said. Something shifted in his expression, like a dark shadow passing over a sunlit sea. “And especially not after,” he added.

Cáel put his glass down on the front of Ryan’s desk. “Were you truly together all that time? I confess, my mind has trouble with the idea. Humans marvel over marriages that last sixty years. Six hundred is...beyond imagination.”

Ryan stood and moved over to the other chair. He patted Cáel’s ankles, asking him silently to move his feet. Cáel sat up, clearing the other chair for Ryan. Ryan sat in the chair and swivelled it to face Cáel. “You’re only on your first regeneration, Cáel. You haven’t begun to appreciate the long term perspective of time yet, but you’ll get there.” He leaned his elbows on his knees and Cáel saw his gaze turn inwards, casting through memories. “A long term relationship is a different thing for vampires. Even for Nayara and I, who you keep pointing out are so insular.” 

Cáel grinned. “How is it different? How was it different for you and Salathiel?”

“We were together for six hundred years, yes, but it wasn’t constant. Not like you see some humans mated together and joined at the hip for the length of their marriage and adult lives. Sometimes Salathiel would get the urge to travel to some far off place he had heard or read about. Sometimes it would be me who wanted to return to Ireland, or spend a few years in the Russian Steppes. And sometimes Nayara would go off, too. We would all follow a dream or a whim, or fight a war, or live out some life that beckoned.” Ryan shrugged. “We could do that, knowing that we weren’t leaving anyone behind, lonely and alone and that we would be returning home to welcoming arms.”

“Ah,” Cáel murmured, as he spotted the key.

“Ah, what?” Ryan asked curiously. “You make that sound like I’ve just revealed the keys to the kingdom.”

“In a way, you did.” Cáel stood up. “I’ve been trying to understand why, after hundreds of years of wandering, you reached Constantinople and just...stopped. I asked you once, but I didn’t believe your answer.”

Ryan lifted his brow. “Really.”

“Not all of it. I don’t think you really knew the answer, either.”

Ryan didn’t respond. He looked thoughtful, instead.

“It wasn’t simply the power of love that halted you,” Cáel added.

Ryan looked up at him. “What was it?”

“In the beginning, Salathiel made you feel human again. He made you laugh. Nayara taught you to love and she accepted you for what you were.”

Ryan took a deep breath. “And after?” he asked, his voice rough.

“Acceptance, still,” Cáel said. “And a sense of home.” He leaned down, his mouth inches from Ryan’s. “That’s why you’ve spent your time since Salathiel died and took it all away from you fighting to get it back. Struggling to find acceptance and a place to call home.” And he kissed him.

Ryan held Cáel’s head steady, extending the kiss, his tongue thrusting into his mouth. 

Cáel pulled him from the chair and up onto his feet, his hand fisted in Ryan’s shirt. “Come.” He was very aware of the door between Ryan and Nayara’s office and how it opened to either of their signals, without warning. He pulled Ryan toward the door to his private quarters. “Come here.”

The door opened as they approached and they slipped into the semi darkness lit only by Earth. Cáel pulled Ryan to him once more. “I want you, Ryan. Always have.” He started unfastening and removing Ryan’s clothes.

“For some unfathomable reason beyond my comprehension,” Ryan murmured. “I’m a flawed, old vampire, Cáel. The burden and scars I carry...”

“Acceptance means accepting everything. I don’t pick and choose,” Cáel told him.

Ryan closed his eyes, swallowing.

Cáel caught Ryan’s face in his hand and shook it gently. “If you don’t stop being morose and poetic, I won’t fuck you and you’ll have real reason to look so down in the dumps.”

Ryan’s laugh seemed to catch him by surprise. He reached for Cáel’s shirt, tearing it from him with a casual twist of his wrist. “We can’t have that, now, can we?” he asked, his lilt pure Irish.

Cáel stripped Ryan of the last of his clothing and lowered him to the floor.



Neither of them screamed aloud this time. Cáel found himself holding back because he simply didn’t know how good Nayara’s hearing was. Vampire hearing was phenomenal and the last thing he wanted was to assault Nayara’s ears with their lovemaking. 

He had thought that afterwards, Ryan would return to work, replete and satisfied. But neither of them moved from the bed. Cáel was in no hurry to leave. He could feel the need for more sitting like a coiled, sleeping serpent in his body. It would waken, all too soon.

In the meanwhile, Ryan talked softly into the darkness. Cáel lay quietly listening, until Ryan reached for him and drew his arms around him and Cáel understood Ryan was seeking the comfort of touch. He was talking about his past, never an easy thing. And he was talking about Salathiel, a subject he had never spoken about at all. 

So while Ryan sat on the edge of the bed, Cáel pressed up behind him, one arm around his chest, the other around his waist. He rested his chin on Ryan’s shoulder and listened and prompted with questions as Ryan’s words petered out.

“After Salathiel had been made, he was overjoyed to have us back,” Ryan said. “And for a while, it was as if nothing had changed. We moved to northern Italy for a few decades, until Constantinople had settled down and we could adopt new identities. Then we moved back again. Constantinople was home for us and we all wanted to be there, even with the Turks in control. So back we went.”

“Is that when he changed?” Cáel asked.

“That was about ninety years after the fall of the city. Yes, it would have been around then we started to notice it. It was such a gradual change, of course. Salathiel, who had always been so in love with life, started to hate it. He grew bitter as the long empty years of a vampire’s life set in. He became morbid and angry. He blamed us, he blamed his maker. He blamed everyone but himself.” Ryan sighed.

“We consulted with other vampires in the city. They had experience dealing with this decline in others. But nothing we did could shift Salathiel out of his constant anger. Over the centuries it waxed and waned, but neither Nayara nor I, or any of the more senior vampires in the city, or the country, could lift Salathiel’s anger. And it changed him. He sought power, more money, the secret to shifting the world in the hope that he could change it. Change himself. Change his situation.”

“It never occurred to him to simply end things?” Cáel asked.

Ryan shook his head. “He’d always been such a vital man, as a human. Suicide was unthinkable for him, then. As a vampire, it is virtually impossible. The only way to manage it is to have another vampire’s assistance and neither of us would do it. I think, right up until the end, we still hoped he could change.”

Cáel stroked Ryan’s hip. “You’re not such a pessimist as I thought you were.”

He felt Ryan’s laugh, but didn’t hear it. 

“Salathiel dabbled in human politics when he could get away with it,” Ryan continued, “But it was a game of chess to him. It was meaningless. More than once, Nayara and I had to pull him out of situations where he’d played with live stakes and pushed them too far.” He took a breath and let it out. Another deep sigh. “When it was clear that the first phase of the World War was going to hit Europe in the early twentieth century, we left Constantinople and moved to North America. Salathiel hated it. He didn’t adjust well, even though we lived in Astoria in New York, where there was a large Greek community and an even larger vampire one, passing as human.” Ryan gripped Cáel’s arm where it lay across his chest. “The vampires there...I don’t know how Nayara and I would have coped without them. I would tell you that Salathiel developed psychopathic symptoms, except it’s impossible for a vampire to do that. Our brains simply do not change.”

“He went mad?”

“He seemed to.” Ryan’s grip tightened. “They tried to contain him in situations where his actions would have no consequences, while they considered what they could do with him. Eventually, when we had run out of options, the only form of confinement left for him was at a mental institution...and that brought Salathiel into contact with his first psi-filer, which started the whole ugly mess rolling toward the end—” 

“Ryan? Are you in here?” Nayara asked, opening the door. “I can hear your voice.”

The opening door spilled light from Ryan’s office onto the pair of them. Ryan looked up as Nayara moved into the room and halted.

Even Cáel heard Nayara’s quick intake of breath. He tried to move off the bed, but Ryan’s grip on his arms tightened even more, holding him there.

In the semi-darkness, Cáel could not see her face. She was just a dark outline, looking at them. But there was enough light from the dark side of Earth that her green eyes glittered as they took in the pair of them on the bed.

Then Nayara turned and walked out of the room, letting the door close behind her. The light cut off.

Cáel rested his head against the back of Ryan’s shoulder, feeling sick at what they had just done to Nayara. “Fuck, Ryan,” he whispered. “What was it you said about not letting history repeat?”

Ryan released his arms. “I’ll deal with this.” He shifted off the bed and looked back at Cáel. “It’s long overdue.”






  










 

Chapter Sixteen
 

Nayara hurried through Ryan’s office, into her own, then into her own quarters, where she knew Ryan would not dare follow. There, she began to circle around the area of floor that was clear of furniture, in a tight little circle, unable to stand still. Her heart was working too hard and her mind was not working at all. Her breath seemed to be stuck in the middle of her chest.

She raised her fist to her chest and beat it, trying to ease the pain, to let herself breathe. Even to pant or, sweet mercy, to scream!

But she could not seem to even draw in a breath.

The security overrides for her door beeped and the door opened. Ryan came striding in, still fastening his trousers. His chest was still bare.

She shook her head, denying that he had the gall to follow her in here.

His clear-eyed gaze swept over her. Then he hurried to her and grabbed her wrist. “You’re in adrenaline overload, Nia. Let your symbiot recover and take over. Then you’ll be able to breathe again. You have to relax.”

She tried to pull her wrist out of his grip, but she was shockingly weak. Pain speared her chest. Tears collected at the corners of her eyes, then rolled down her cheeks and that frightened her more than anything else.

Ryan made a soft, vexed sound and picked up the tears on his finger. “See? The symbiot can’t compensate. That’s why you can cry. You have to deliberately let it all go and relax, Nia. I know you’re overwhelmed. I know it’s locked up inside. You have to let it all go.” He was staring into her eyes, willing her to obey. “Please, Nia,” he added softly, in old Greek.

She closed her eyes and rested her forehead against their interlocked hands and tried to relax. She took a tiny sip of air, then another. Then a larger breath. And she felt her chest start to unlock.

Stasis returned. Her tears dried. 

When she could finally breath properly, Nia lifted her head to look at Ryan. “You dare bring him here, to our quarters!” she screamed at him.

Ryan let her hand go. “Are you pissed because I brought him here, or that he’s with me at all, Nia?”

“Stop calling me that!”

“Nia? Why should I not call you that? I was privileged to use that name for six hundred years.”

The door to her quarters was still jammed open from the security override and Cáel walked in. He was fully dressed now.

“Get out!” Nayara spat at him.

“I don’t think so,” Cáel replied. “I have as much at stake in this discussion as Ryan. I think I’ll stay.”

Nayara looked to Ryan for assistance at kicking Cáel out, but Ryan was looking at Cáel, an expression on his face that was a mix of surprise...and budding warmth.

And suddenly, she understood. She sank down onto the bench at the end of the bed. “Oh...” she said weakly. She studied Cáel anew. This was the man that Ryan was finally going to leave her for. After the countless partners and liaisons he’d had over the years, it came to Cáel Stelios. Why hadn’t she seen this? Predicted it?

“All this time, Nia,” Ryan said. His voice was very gentle. “We’ve never spoken about Salathiel, you and I. We’ve never spoken about us.”

She held up her hand. “I can’t do this now. Not now.”

“You haven’t been ready to do this for two hundred years,” Ryan said dryly. “Now is as good as it gets.”

“Ryan, no,” Cáel said. He stepped between Nayara and Ryan and for a brief moment, she felt his hand on her shoulder. A fleeting touch of comfort. Then he turned to face Ryan. “You’ve waited this long. A day or two more won’t hurt. Nayara’s in shock...or what passes for shock for you guys. Give her some breathing room.”

Ryan stood stiff and angry, unwilling to concede. Cáel caught his face in his hands. “You keep telling me to see the longer perspective. You need to step back now and trust time will take care of this. Let it go, Ryan. Let time do its work.”

Ryan relaxed and nodded. Cáel pressed his lips to Ryan’s.

Nayara held her breath and it had nothing to do with adrenaline overload.

Cáel stepped around Ryan and moved to the still ajar door and waited.

Ryan ruffled his fingers through his hair. His chest gleamed in the overhead lights, the muscles moving beneath the skin like a well-oiled machine. “We’ll talk,” he said simply.

She nodded.

Ryan rested his hand on Cáel’s shoulder as he passed by.

Cáel crossed his arms and leaned against the doorframe. “Are you going to be alright?” he asked.

“Nothing kills vampires, don’t you know that by now?”

“Decapitation, a stake through the heart, exsanguination, overexposure to the sun, stasis poisoning.” Cáel rattled them off like he had memorized them.

She grimaced. “Okay, some things do.”

“None of the above killed Salathiel, though, did they?” Cáel asked softly.

Her aching chest tightened. She looked at him. “I don’t know why I feel tired, but I do. Do you mind holding off crowing over me until tomorrow, Cáel?”

“Is that what you think I’m doing?” He came toward her.

“Isn’t it?”

“You’re so far away from right you’re not even in the same universe.” He stopped in front of her again. He crouched down so he was at the same level as her. “Remember the night you made me sleep?”

She tried to smile. “I know I said I’m tired, Cáel. But vampires don’t sleep.”

“They used to. You should read your own history books, Nia. Vampires used to be nocturnal and they used to sleep during the day. Although I’m sure the sleeping they did wasn’t the same as humans do, as you don’t have a metabolism.”

“You can’t make me sleep, either, Cáel.”

“Not the way you did it to me. I’m human and can’t learn psi tricks, but I can learn human ones and one of those is hypnosis.”

“Hyp...” She smiled. “That died out two centuries ago, Cáel. It’s a parlour trick.”

He was gazing into her eyes and it was uncanny the way his seemed to be getting larger. They were all dark, all black, with the incredibly long lashes which should have looked feminine, but didn’t at all. It just made his gaze all the more intense. 

“No, it’s not a trick at all,” he told her. “It’s a legitimate technique. I’m going to put you to sleep for six hours and when you wake, you’ll be relaxed, refreshed and your symbiot will be fully recovered.”

Nayara rolled over to get more comfortable. “It won’t work,” she told him and pulled the covers around her more fully.

Then she realized she was lying down. She sat up. “Lights.”

The lights came up. She was in her bed. Naked. 

“Time?” she called out.

The computer gave her the time.

“Damn,” she whispered. It was six hours to the minute since Cáel had said he would send her to sleep.

And she felt glorious.

* * * * *
 

“Salathiel was always a charming man,” Ryan said as he poured Cáel’s coffee. He smiled grimly and sat down. “He always had an eye for the most attractive person in the room and they would naturally gravitate toward him like metal shavings to a magnet.”

“That explains why he was drawn to you and Nayara, then,” Cáel said, picking up the coffee.

Ryan’s smile warmed for a moment. “Even when we had him in the institution, he was still his charming, grandiose self. The psi-filer was female and, well, she was a psi. A liaison was inevitable.” Ryan shrugged. “We don’t know exactly what happened in there, but we can figure out most of it. They would have bonded almost instantly. Sooner or later, Salathiel would have fed on her and it would have let him learn her talents. The psi was a jumper, so Salathiel could now jump from location to location. He jumped his way out of the institute, taking her with him.” 

Ryan paused, glancing out the window toward Earth. “We don’t know how he figured out the time jumping. It had to have been pure accident. But once he tripped over how to do it, Salathiel, who had spent centuries brooding over the past he could never get back, knew he had the tool he had been looking for all that time to change things back to the way he thought he had always wanted it.”

Ryan’s office door chimed and he let it open. Dionne Rinaldi stepped through, hesitantly. “I’m really sorry to bother you,” she said diffidently. She was wearing deep purple today, something that glowed and made her eyes look even bluer. “Nayara isn’t in her office.”

Ryan stood up. “How late is she?”

“Twenty minutes.” Dionne said. “I’d wait, but I’ve got another—”

“That’s fine,” Ryan told her shortly. “Meet your other appointment.” He strode around to the other side of his desk. “Excuse me, Dionne.”

“Of course,” she said, turning and leaving.

Cáel stood up. “What is it?” he asked Ryan.

“Nayara is never late.” He jammed his finger against the desk. “Brenden!”

“Ryan.” Brenden’s relaxed voice filtered through the room’s speakers with perfect clarity.

“Nayara’s missing.”

“She is? But she’s only been gone forty minutes, tops.”

“Gone? Gone where?”

“The board she filed said Rome.”

“Again?” Ryan muttered. “Check the atomic clock in her departure chamber, Brenden. Do it now. I’ll wait.”

“At once, boss,” Brenden said.

Ryan drew his hands down his cheeks as he straightened up. “She goes to Rome a lot, it seems,” he said, his voice distant.

The silence stretched while they waited for Brenden to return with his answer. There was the sound of Brenden’s exhale. Then. “Um...September fifteenth, fourteen forty-seven, boss.”

Ryan hit the disconnect on the intercom, then clenched his hands to his temples. “Ah, gods. She’s gone back to Constantinople to see Salathiel. That’s what she’s been doing all along.” The despair in his voice was raw and painful to hear.

Cáel caught at Ryan’s shoulder. “How do we stop her?”

Ryan drew in a deep breath. “We have to go after her. We have to...” He caught at the edge of the desk, bending over as if he was in pain. “An inch wrong, Cáel and the time wave could wipe us all out.” He looked up at him. “What was she thinking?” 

“She wasn’t,” Cáel told him. “She was simply looking for the comfort of home and acceptance, which she didn’t get last night.”

Ryan flinched, like he’d been slapped. Then he stood up again. “I’ll get changed and—”

“You can’t go,” Cáel said sharply. “You’re already in the city at that time marker, too many times. Nia is heading straight for Salathiel and if he sees her and you, how much worse is the time wave going to be?”

Ryan threw his hands out. “No one else knows the marker!”

“Rob does,” Cáel replied. “He visited the city just after he was made, before he settled in France. It’s the right time period, too.”

“Rob?” Ryan seemed to choke on the name. “He’s never done a serious time jump...he doesn’t know the language...he couldn’t—”

“I’ll go with him,” Cáel added.

Ryan spluttered wordlessly.

“I know the language,” Cáel said. “And I look like a local. Rob knows the city layout. Between us, we’ll manage.”

Ryan rubbed his temples. “And Nia?” he asked, sounding defeated.

“I’ll talk to her. I have a feeling she’ll listen to me,” Cáel said.

“And if she doesn’t?” Ryan asked. 

“She’s human back there,” Cáel reminded him. “I’m stronger than her when she’s not in her own timeline. She’ll have forgotten that.”






  










 

Chapter Seventeen
 

Constantinople, September 1447 A.D.

There were too many people on the dock, forcing Nayara to keep the buggy further away from the ship than she would have liked, lest she be recognized. She also kept the deep hood of her cloak up, shrouding her head in shadows despite the beautiful day, the sunshine she could freely enjoy and the unobstructed view she could have of Salathiel if she lowered the hood.

He was working on the ship, helping with the loading of the cargo and the furling of the sails for the journey ahead. He worked stripped to the waist, for it was a fine day and Salathiel had never let anything like too much sun bother him, even after he had been turned.

The sight of his big body, climbing the ropes and scaling the ladders, his mane of hair rippling in the tiny breeze and his loud voice calling out orders and shouting greetings and ribald comments to his men, brought tears to Nayara’s eyes. She could cry now and the tears flowed freely, her body fully human.

The buggy sagged and rocked heavily, forcing her to turn her gaze away from the ship to see what had caused the sensation.

Rob and Cáel were climbing into the topless buggy.

Rob. Cáel. 

Her shock left her utterly speechless. She stared at them, horror and surprise washing through her as she took in their appearance. Despite what must have been a hasty wardrobe consult, they looked contemporary and correct. Cáel looked so much like a native Byzantine lord, in his refined robes, the red cloak furled over his shoulders, that it was a secondary surprise.

Rob didn’t look completely out of place with his dark hair, but his eyes gave him away. He was dressed as a merchant class businessman, which would fit his facial features. 

Cáel took up the space on the bench next to her, while Rob sat opposite.

Neither of them looked happy.

Cáel looked toward the ship. “That’s him, isn’t it?” he said softly. “The big one there, climbing up to the mainsail. That’s Salathiel.”

Nayara let herself look. Hot tears burned two more fresh tracks down her cheeks. “Yes,” she told him.

Cáel gazed at him. “So he’s the one.”

Rob leaned toward her. “Nayara, what were you thinking?”

Nayara sat up straight. “I’m a professional traveller. I don’t have to answer to you about where I go, or when.”

Rob shook his head. “With all due respect, Madam CEO, but your visits to Salathiel are threatening the world as we know it, so yes, ye do have to answer to me. If you don’t mind, I want to find out if my son’s future really is at risk.”

“Cáel, make him leave,” Nayara told the other man.

Cáel shook his head. “He has as much right to know about it as any of us. Surely you understand that?”

“I’m not hurting anyone,” Nayara whispered.

Something rippled across Rob’s face. It was like watching an ancient wisdom peep from below the surface. “Ye think not?” He put his hands on his hips and Nayara, even through the sickness roiling through her, recognized that he’d actually reached down to put his hand on the hilt of a sword that, when he was still living in Scotland, would have been almost permanently strapped to his side. Some old chord had been stirred in the man.

“Ye think I don’t know about unrequited love?” he asked, in a dangerously soft voice. “’bout livin’ century to century yearning for the sound of ‘er voice? Ye think I don’t ken ‘ow you can grieve for even just a touch, a single caress?”

Nayara pummelled into silence the need to cry out her recognition of the emotion behind Rob’s simple words. She clamped her jaw shut with iron will.

Rob took a deep breath. “You’re fucking with my future,” he finished, all accent abruptly gone. “And my son’s. I won’t have it.”

Nayara recoiled, shocked.

“Rob,” Cáel said softly. Warningly.

“Aye,” Rob said, with a sound of disgust. He climbed from the buggy and moved away, to stand next to a stack of barrels. Sentry duty.

Cáel turned to her. 

“Ryan sent his lapdog, I see.” Nayara poured all her derision and scorn into her tone. “He couldn’t be bothered coming here himself.”

Rob’s head shifted a fraction. He had heard. Well, screw it. She was done with secrets. Her whole life was about to be pawed over by salivating humans and the rabidly curious. Everyone else could suffer full disclosure right along with her.

Cáel shook his head. “I told him to stay where he was. It’s too dangerous for both of you to be here. Just you alone is so incredibly risky...”

“He won’t see,” Nayara told him. “I know he won’t, because he didn’t. He never mentioned it, or I would remember it.”

“But if he does, you alter time and set up a wave,” Cáel replied. “And we already know Salathiel is a primary time key. Anything changing his time line sets up tsunamis.”

“You are trying to teach me time conservation, human?” Nayara asked dryly.

His jaw flexed. “Why not? You seem to have forgotten everything you have learned.” 

“Stelios,” Rob said softly. “Wrap it up, or move it out of here.”

Nayara clutched at the buggy, turning to search for a glimpse of Salathiel. “No!”

Cáel wrenched her around to look at him. “Yes, Nayara. And for this very reason. You have to let him go. Look at you!” He lifted her hand up. It was trembling. “Have you eaten or drunk anything since you arrived here?”

She shook her head. Fresh tears fell.

Cáel dropped her hand back into her lap. “You’ve spent two hundred years obsessing about a Salathiel that existed for too short a time. You’ve lived with that memory for far too long, Nia. Tell me about the other Salathiel, instead.”

She cringed, as her memory delivered a quick series of snapshot images and sounds, sensations and emotions. All of them wretched, miserable ones of Salathiel’s steady decline and fall. She shook her head. “He wasn’t human, Cáel. He wasn’t even vampire, anymore.”

“Tell me what happened once he figured out how to time jump,” Cáel pressed. “You know this part of it. You were there at least once. That’s where the time wave started and where you jumped back to, to stop it forming.”

She closed her eyes. “You’re still researching your damn book? Here?”

“This is just you and me, Nia. No book. No recording. Tell me,” Cáel said softly.

“You already know.”

“Dates. Data.” He nodded his head toward the dock and the elongated ship with the high prow, with all the men swarming over it. “But that man over there...like you, I can’t believe he became such a changed man, except that Ryan has told me how it happened. I want to know the ending now. Tell me.”

Nayara turned her head to look at Salathiel, but Cáel caught her chin in his hand. “No. Just tell me.”

The need to look was strong. She bit her lip. “He changed,” she whispered. “He became so unlike that man over there.”

Cáel nodded. His dark eyes were drilling into hers and Nayara remembered with a touch of alarm his ability to hypnotize her. She licked her lips. The buggy was suddenly too small and confining a space. It felt like Cáel was sitting over her.

He touched her arm. It was a gentle touch. “Go on,” he said. “He changed.”

Salathiel. Nayara shivered, remembering the monster hiding behind Salathiel’s eyes. “He looked the same, but you could never be sure of how he would react to anything. He seemed to have no conscience. He didn’t care about what his actions did to anyone else. He would start a business, then walk away from it and leave the employees stranded. Invest millions, then pull them and leave companies floundering for no reason. He bought and sold stock on a whim and didn’t care if it earned out or not.”

“That’s the clinical definition of a psychopath, you realize?” Cáel said softly.

“Except that vampires don’t change!” Nayara said. “We can’t! How could he become ill like that if his brain couldn’t change?”

“Apparently, Salathiel managed it,” Cáel replied. “Perhaps his thought processes bypass normal brain functioning. He out-thought himself.”

Nayara laughed. It sounded shaky. “If anyone could do something like that, it would be Salathiel,” she said. She bit her lip. “When he discovered how to time-jump, he must have thought he’d been granted his every wish and desire. He got to go back and do life over again—his way.” She looked at Cáel. “We spent years trying to explain to Salathiel why we wouldn’t turn him and he never understood. He thought we were being malicious, keeping eternity away from him. So he found a way to have himself made and then he understood, only too well. So once he figured out the basics of time jumping, he would start thinking about the possibilities. For Salathiel that would have to have included the miseries of his life. And they all started when he was turned.”

“So he jumped back to when he was turned,” Cáel said.

She nodded. “The fall of Constantinople. That night is seared in my memory. I know Ryan will never forget it. I guess it was burned in Salathiel’s mind, too. So the marker was built-in and unforgettable. He jumped back and in the chaos, no one noticed there were two Salathiels roaming the city, or that one of them was in clothing not of that time. Just before the wall itself actually fell, he sought out his maker at her home next to the palace and killed her.” Nayara covered her face with her hands. “He had no idea about stasis poisoning, or the time wave he had just created. All he knew was that he had found himself human once more and that he knew what was about to happen in the city, so he could avoid the pitfalls of the future. So he settled down to enjoy the life he thought he deserved. The life he missed so much and had wanted back all along.” She looked at Cáel.

“Say it,” he murmured.

She pressed her lips together, the words like ugly sharp lumps hurting her throat. “The life we stole from him,” she whispered. “Oh god, Cáel...” Hot, vicious tears blurred her sight. 

He pulled her up against him, holding her tight. “You got it out,” he told her. “That’s the worst of it, sweet Nia. Now you can let go.”

And she did. She felt something loosen and tear inside her and she wept, her cheek against Cáel’s neck, while he held her and his hands gently soothed her.



“Cáel,” Rob warned, a barely audible whisper.

Cáel looked up from the woman in his arms, toward Rob, who nodded toward the dock. 

Cáel looked. Salathiel was barely fifteen feet away and striding toward them. He was throwing a shirt on, heading for the main road that serviced the dock area, clearly heading home. Nayara had parked the buggy just to one side of the big cobblestoned apron that the road opened onto. Salathiel would pass right by the carriage.

Salathiel glanced at them and away. Then he looked back, frowning and slowed. “Are you in need of assistance, good sir?” he called. “Your wife seems much distressed.”

Nayara stiffened in his arms. Her hand, the one opposite where Salathiel stood, reached up and tugged the hood of her cape closer around her face and she turned her face in against Cáel’s chest. Hiding it.

Rob’s boots sounded on the cobblestones as he eased closer to the buggy. 

Cáel tried to think past the thundering of his heart. “We just finished saying farewell to a very dear friend,” he explained. “One we will not see again.”

Salathiel rounded the squat, low buggy, to stand on the side Cáel was sitting on. He looked up at Cáel. “You have my sympathies,” he said, his hands on his hips. “Losing friends is no easy thing.” 

Cáel could feel the impact of the man’s vitality from where he sat. Salathiel was ablaze with life, from his blue eyes the exact shade of the sky of a summer day, to his tanned, broad chest and shoulders, thick with muscle, which the carelessly tossed on shirt did little to disguise or cover up. 

Cáel spotted a medallion sitting at the base of the man’s throat and was startled. It was the same medallion that Nayara was wearing right now. The small silver tree made up of complex Celtic knot patterns, endlessly looping in and out of each other.

It had been Salathiel’s medallion. A Celtic design meant that Ryan must have given it to him. 

But what did it mean that Nayara wore it now? Why had Salathiel given it to her?

And were they setting up a time wave by having two copies of the medallion in one place? Cáel could feel fear gnawing at him. He knew too little about time conservation.

Salathiel smiled up at Cáel. “Is there anything I can do to help ease your loss?”

“No, but thank you for your kindness. We are leaving the city today. The sooner we put this parting behind us, the sooner we will recover.”

“You are not a Byzantine?” Salathiel asked, surprised.

“I am from Athens,” Cáel said truthfully. “We are just visiting. We came only to say farewell.”

“That is a long way to travel to bid a friend a good journey. You are a good friend indeed.” Salathiel held up his arm. “Have a safe trip back to Athens, son of Helles.”

Cáel carefully released one arm from around Nayara and gripped the big man’s forearm. “Thank you, Captain.”

Salathiel laughed up at him. “If you insist. Take care of your wife. Farewell! He waved goodbye and turned away, walking swiftly up the road and mingling with the pedestrians traveling into the city.

Nayara lifted her head from Cáel’s shoulder and looked up at him. Her eyes were still damp, which made the green limpid and easy to drown in. 

“You see?” she said, still using old Greek. “He is such an attractive man. Even your heart jumped when he spoke to you, Cáel. Tell me you found him hard to resist.”

He was coming down from the adrenaline surge Salathiel had provoked. Or else, as Ryan insisted, everything he ever said was deliberate, planned and purposeful and for some reason his brain and gut chose this moment to speak of what lay in his heart and mind. Cáel didn’t know. He just knew that he felt a great tiredness. He had been fighting against the myth of Salathiel for what felt like forever and now he’d actually met the man and found...he was just a man. 

“No, I didn’t find him hard to resist at all,” he told Nayara. “Frankly, I’m stupefied, wondering what all the goddam fuss has been about for the last weeks. The last two centuries. It’s not Salathiel this is all about, Nayara. Salathiel is just the excuse. He’s a nice, tidy reason for you and Ryan to hang onto your misery and be alone together, because reaching out for love involves risk and that’s too frightening after Salathiel. You don’t want to play anymore. You’d rather be alone and loveless, because after all, you’ve got Ryan to keep you company. Except you don’t anymore, do you?”

Nayara’s eyes widened, hurt building in them.

The words kept pouring out of him. He had no idea what was driving him. Perhaps Ryan was right. He always had a reason for saying what he did. He just didn’t always know what it was. “Salathiel is an attractive man, Nayara. I don’t deny it. But I didn’t feel anything but admiration for him. How could I? The person that makes my pulse stop and my heart leap every time they walk into the room was in my arms at the time.”

Her lips parted. Her eyes widened. “But...” 

Cáel groaned. “Damn it.” He pushed the hood back on her cloak and kissed her. It was the culmination of months of wanting and waiting and his body leapt to instant readiness. 

Nia tasted sweeter than he had dreamed she might.

She shifted against him and her breath escaped against his lips and then she was kissing him back. Cáel thought he would explode with the pleasure that burst through his body as she pressed against him, her hand clenching his robes and pulling him to her.

A seagull’s raucous cry overhead reminded him of where they were. Cáel reluctantly let Nia go and sat back. His heart was banging against his chest and his cock was rampantly hard and throbbing under the robes. He blinked in the abruptly too-bright sunshine.

Rob cleared his throat, standing at the back of the buggy.

Nayara lifted her hood and put it back in place. She was breathing heavily. As Cáel watched, she licked her lips. Just the sight of her tongue made his pulse leap again.

The genie was out of the bottle, now, he realized. He had been riding herd on this need, subduing it, diverting it, for too long. Now it was out, it was a powerful beast indeed.

“Rob, let’s find a quiet corner somewhere,” he said in the common tongue. “And get the hell out of here and back home before someone else does something really stupid.”

Rob lifted a brow. “Speak for yourself,” he muttered, moving around to the buggy steps.






  










 

Chapter Eighteen
 

New York, New York, 2263 A.D.

By the time the awards ceremony itself was over, Nayara could feel herself starting to relax. All the high tension points of the evening were done with. The big one, the walk down the red carpet in front of hundreds of cameras, escorted by Cáel and Ryan, had gone off without incident.

And her dress had been an instant hit. Cybelia had reached into medieval Vienna for inspiration, using a design the courtesans themselves might have drooled over, along with modern fabrics and construction. The silvery blue thing—Nayara wasn’t really sure she could call it a dress—revealed most of her legs, most of her breasts, yet had more yardage of fabric in it than the velvet gown she had worn to the ball. It also trailed behind her in an elongated train. Cybelia seemed to like them. So did the fans. There had been other trains on other gowns this evening, too. Had she started a new fashion craze? Dionne had been crowing over it, certain that she had.

She had confirmation that she looked good in it, anyway. When Nayara had walked into the waiting lounge, just before they had left for the awards, Cáel had turned his head to look. Then he had turned around completely to face her. 

Hot wanting had flickered in his eyes.

It had been instantly subdued. Hidden away. Ryan had touched his shoulder, drawing his attention and Cáel had turned away.

But she hadn’t imagined that fiery lust. Even the memory of it was enough to make her warm and start a fine trembling in her as she considered the potential behind that look.

They had returned from Constantinople two days ago and for Nayara, it had been like waking up from a long, long period of drunkenness or being drugged. She felt awake, aware, much like she did when she returned to her human state when she jumped back to the past. Only this had much more to do with her mind than her body.

Except when Cáel looked at her. Then her body became involved, too.

The kiss. That kiss. That heavenly, stolen kiss.

Why had she responded to it? She couldn’t answer that question. Her body had acted independently of her mind. She had always considered Cáel as human and beyond consideration. And now here she was, weighing up his potential as a bed mate and liking the possibilities far too much.

Besides, he was with Ryan.

Ah, but that didn’t stop you in the past, the tiny still voice in the back of her mind whispered.

But when they had returned from Constantinople, Cáel had virtually ignored her. There had been no seduction. No conversation. Not even an apology for his brutish behaviour. The kiss had been left hanging, unspoken, a big question-mark between them every time she happened to catch him looking at her.

She had sat through the awards ceremony, clapping on cue, while she tried to solve the riddle. Ryan and Cáel sat on either side of her and she was very aware of Cáel’s warmth, on her left.

Finally, once the house lights came up and the stage floated away, she thankfully stood up. Dionne stretched, standing up next to Ryan. “There’s an after-party at the director’s place. It’s a must-be-seen thing,” she said.

Nayara’s heart sank.

“Thirty minutes,” Dionne promised. “Just enough time for the cameras to see you arriving. That’s all.”

“Where is it?” Ryan asked with a sigh.



Old Chile National Park Reserve, 2263 A.D.

The award director’s house was perched on a cliff-top overlooking the Pacific, along the South American coastline. Hover vehicles and jets whooshed into the private landing field, cluttering up the parking lot with luxury limousines and their drivers...and their bodyguards.

Keiren’s pilot dropped them all at the front door of the sprawling mansion, before lifting the limousine away and making room for the next one coming in. Kieren looked around. “It’s a bit lonely,” he remarked unhappily.

“Thirty minutes,” Dionne repeated firmly. “Smile, everyone.” Cameras were floating all around them.

They all smiled.

After a few minutes the cameras moved on and Kieren thankfully shepherded them inside. He looked around. “Two exits, a balcony over the cliff, seventy-five people,” he told his team. “Cover all the quadrants. I’ll stay inside.” He glanced at Cáel. “I’m going to hover, sir. Too many bodies to move through if I have to come in from the outside.”

“It looks like you’re not the first one here.” He nodded toward the stairs. Lined up along the wall were half a dozen men, all wearing black, all watching the party with careful gazes.

“It’s a good vantage point. I may join them.” He nodded and slipped into the crowd.

Cáel looked around. “My soul for an ouzo.”

Ryan pointed toward a big table covered in bottles and a punch bowl. “Over there.”

Cáel looked and his eyes narrowed. “That’s Assemblyman Duncan. Come and meet him, Ryan. He’s worth knowing.” They threaded their way through the people around them and Nayara lost sight of them.

She looked around. There were a lot of people standing on the balcony, probably looking at the cliffs and the sea below, but she had seen many seas and they didn’t hold that much attraction for her.

“Your friends left you alone, I noticed.”

She turned to her left to face the man, forming a polite answer.

Shock slithered through her. He was tall. Blue eyed. Abundant, unruly hair and a leonine nose. He was smiling at her with even white teeth, a pirate’s devil-may-care grin.

It was like seeing Salathiel’s brother, if he’d had one.

“I...I don’t know you,” Nayara said inadequately. Her heart was starting to beat. Much too fast. She strove to control it, to bring her symbiot back in control. Coppery spit flooded her mouth. Adrenaline. She couldn’t afford to lock everything up with an adrenaline overload now. More bad PR was the last thing they needed.

The man’s eyes narrowed. “Are you alright?” he asked gently. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“In a way, I have,” Nayara replied. “You look a lot like a man I once knew, a long time ago. He...” She couldn’t complete the sentence. She didn’t know how. The natural reserve against talking about herself rose up automatically, but now, there was Dionne’s new command to be open, sharing. But the new style went against every ingrained instinct and habit.

“He was a dear friend, I can tell,” the man said. His smile softened. “My name is Luke.”

“Hello, Luke. I am Nayara.”

“I know. Everyone is talking about you and your companions tonight. You’re very hard to miss.” He smiled to take the rudeness out of his statement. “As lovely as you are.”

Her smile was automatic.

“Your friend, the one that looks like me. He has gone now, hasn’t he?” Luke said.

She nodded. 

“He was a vampire, too?” He said ‘vampire’ with no hesitation or coyness.

Nayara relaxed a little. “Yes.”

“It must have been traumatic for you. There are so few ways for you to die. When one of you do pass on, after so long a life, it is a tragedy.”

Nayara waited for the pain to rise in her. The upset. But it didn’t. She felt a touch of sadness, but that was all. “Yes, it was a pity,” she told Luke. “Salathiel was a great man in his time.”

“Ah, that was his name, then. I will remember it.” Luke smiled at her. His eyes were really an incredible blue. Much more pure than Lathe’s had ever been. “Do you enjoy your life, Nia?” he murmured. “All that time alone on the station with no one who cares for you?”

“I have people who care for me,” she replied calmly. It was really quite warm in here. Warm and comfortable. She sighed and relaxed.

“Who cares for you, Nia?” Luke asked.

“Ryan.” And Cáel. Cáel cares for me.

Does he? Very much?

She struggled with the answer, knowing the truth deep in her heart, but unable to speak it aloud.

Tell me this way, Nia.

Yes, he cares for me very much, she whispered in her mind, where only she and Luke could hear.

But you will never have a family... Luke said sadly.

I could. I could have a family like—

Nayara stared at Luke, the deep inhibition against speaking the deeply held secret pulling her from her cozy dreamlike state. “Who are you?” she demanded, stepping away from him.

“No, you don’t,” Luke snarled and grabbed the back of her head. His other hand slapped against the side of her face. She felt him thrust like a knife into her mind. He pummelled his way to the knowledge she tried to shield from him and wrenched it from her. She felt it. It was torn from her like flesh from the bone.

He stepped away from her, his grin victorious. “So...” he breathed. “You can breed, vampire.”

But Nayara had seen his disguise disintegrate while he had been in her mind.

“Gabriel,” she breathed.

“Surprise,” he told her. He spun on one foot and disappeared.

“Kieren!” she screamed, sick horror spreading through her.

* * * * *
 

High Earth Atmosphere, over the Pacific. 2263 A.D.

“Brenden is already there,” Cáel said, as Kieren banked the limousine sharply to the starboard. “He’ll question my staff and find out who Gabriel got at and have them ready for us when we get there.”

“Can’t this thing go any faster?” Ryan complained.

“Sir, this is a Mark II Astin Martin. There is nothing faster,” Kieren said calmly. 

“I could jump there faster.”

“You can’t take the both of us,” Cáel said. “And I can’t guarantee a landing at the other end. Patience, Ryan. Brenden is good. He’ll figure it out.”

But Cáel was aware of his own barely contained fury, bottled up like an unexploded bomb inside him. “They took Nia back to the station?” he asked.

“Justin and Christian jumped over and escorted her and Dionne back,” Kieren said. “I assigned a man each to the pair of them.”

Cáel gripped the back of the pilot’s chair, his fingers digging in. He had heard Nayara’s scream from across the room and his blood had run cold. By the time he had reached Nayara, pushing and ramming his way through people, a crowd had formed around her. Kieren was holding her up with one arm, a lethal looking gun in the other, as he scanned the room.

Nia turned to Cáel and threw herself into his arms as he pushed his way into the space formed by the circle around her. “It was Gabriel,” she cried softly into his ear. “He was here and he was in my mind. Cáel, he knows about the child!”

Ryan stepped up next to them and Cáel tried to give Nia to him, but she simply wrapped her arms about both of them. She was trembling badly. Ryan picked her up around the waist, settling her on her feet again. He lifted her chin. “Hold it together for a few moments more, Nia. Do you hear me?”

She nodded. 

“I need you to reach out to Brenden, Justin, Christian, Rob. Get Justin and Christian down here. Tell Rob to pull up the drawbridge. Send Brenden to Cáel’s island.” Ryan looked at Cáel. “You need to give the order, Cáel. They’re your staff.”

Cáel nodded. “Do it.” His voice came out hoarse.

“Tell Brenden to start questioning the staff. There’s a leak somewhere. That’s how Gabriel knew we would be here tonight. Christ, even we didn’t know. It’s someone Dionne has spoken to. Tell Brenden that.”

Nia’s eyes drifted shut as she concentrated. They stayed silent, letting her talk to the station via her implant. She sighed, her arms tightening about them. “It is done,” she said softly.

There was a murmur and gasps, mutters and a woman gave a little die-away scream. The crowd parted and one of Cáel’s Wardens threaded his way through, along with Christian, wearing a long sword on his hip and a long blade on the other, strapped on over a pair of designer jeans and Justin, in a bushman’s overcoat. Both vampires pushed their way through the crowd, their eyes on Nayara.

Dionne trailed behind them. Her face was white to the point of illness and her eyes were very large. Justin had hold of her wrist.

“Dionne is not the enemy here,” Cáel told him shortly.

“She was the only one who knew where you would be,” Justin pointed out.

“My staff are all human. Gabriel preys on human minds,” Cáel said.

“He was in mine,” Nia said. “I’m not human.”

The silence that greeted her words was profound.

Ryan shoved his hand through his hair. “We start with Cáel’s staff,” he amended. “And we go from there. Christian, Justin, take Nia home.” He cupped her cheek and kissed it.

Nia turned her face up towards Cáel, her eyes brimming with unspoken words and emotions. Cáel’s world seemed to come to a shining, glittering halt. He kissed her. It was the lightest, most chaste of touches of his lips, but his whole body came instantly alert. “Go with them,” he told her. “We’ll deal with this.”

She gave him a small smile. “Thank you.”

Cáel dared to look at Ryan. Ryan was watching him, with no emotion showing on his face. But there was a shine to his eyes that told Cáel there was plenty he would say if they didn’t have an audience. 

Kieren stepped up with the gun held up toward the ceiling. “This way, gentlemen.”

And that was how they found themselves strapped into the limousine, doing a semi-ballistic dive toward Greece at supersonic speeds, while Cáel dug his fingers into the pilot’s chair and worried not about Keiren’s piloting abilities, but Ryan’s wordless glance after Cáel had kissed Nia before a room full of people.

If Cáel really did nothing without a plan, what part of the plan had that been?

He recalled the way Nia had turned her lips up toward him, one more time.

He’d do it all over again, too.

“Spetsopoula, in two minutes,” Kieren called. “How long is your landing field, sir?”

“Seven hundred metres,” Cáel told him.

Kieren shook his head. “Too short by ten metres. Oh well, I’m in re-entry now. We’ll just have to cope.”

Cáel tapped Ryan’s shoulder. “Next time you suggest just jumping, let’s do that.”

Ryan grinned. “You’ve been spoiled, Stelios.”

* * * * *
 

Spetsopoula, Greece. 2263 A.D.

Brenden met them outside the housing complex. “We found him,” he said shortly.

“Who?” Cáel asked, with a sinking feeling.

“Dionne asked one of your assistants to arrange the limousines. A man called Philos. She added the after-party to the itinerary.”

“Philos has been on my staff for years,” Cáel said. He felt both tired and angry. “Did Gabriel read his mind, invade it like he did with Nia?”

Brenden shifted on his feet, glancing at Ryan. “You’d better come and hear it from his mouth, first hand,” he said. “We’ve got him in the basement of the staff quarters.”

The island was ablaze with lights, every window gleaming. And there were people everywhere. Staff and security. Thankfully, all of his extended family were in Athens at the big family home there at the moment. The island had become mostly Cáel’s private quarters and headquarters for company business over the last few decades.

Brenden led the way, with his big strides. He took them through the half-buried bunker entrance into the cool corridor that led directly to the plas-form stairs that gave access to the basement under the staff quarters. The basement was used for storage, but one end had been cleared and was used as a gym, with various pieces of equipment lined up around the walls and training mats in the middle of the floor.

There were half a dozen Wardens standing in a neat, intimidating square around a chair that had been placed in the precise centre of the dojo mat. All the glaring overhead lights had been turned on.

Philos was hunched on the chair, holding his hands together. He was sweating, despite the cool air down here.

When he spotted Cáel through the bodies of the ranged Wardens, he lost his healthy olive complexion. He sat up in the chair.

The wardens didn’t shift their gaze away from Philos, but they moved aside at just the right moment to make room for the four of them—Ryan, Cáel, Kieren and Brenden—to step into the square. Cáel didn’t look, but he suspected the square closed ranks behind them just as silently. 

Brenden took up a stance next to Philos, facing the three of them. “Tell them what you told me,” he snarled.

Philos swallowed. “I didn’t tell you anything,” he said. His voice was bodiless compared to Brenden’s booming one.

Brenden grabbed the back of Philos’ neck. “We don’t have to have another little chat, do we?”

Philos licked his lips. “About what?” He was shaking.

Cáel’s anger boiled over. He had been holding onto it since Nia had wrapped her arms around his neck at the party and clung to him like a frightened two year old. Now, in the face of Philos’ deliberately obtuseness, he could maintain his control no longer. He stepped forward and backhanded the man across the face. The blow hit squarely and Philos rocked back on his chair and would have tipped backwards altogether if not for Brenden’s grip on the back of his neck.

Brenden sat him back up again and patted his shoulder. “Oops,” he said. “Nearly fell over.”

Philos brought his hand up to his nose, to dab at the nostrils. His fingers came away bloody. He stared at Cáel. “I don’t understand,” he said, his voice thick. 

“You don’t understand?” Cáel repeated. “You sell me out to a fear monger like Gabriel, who runs around scaring women and invading peoples’ minds and god knows what else he has planned now, thanks to you, and you have the gall to sit there and tell me you don’t understand?” He swung his arm the other way. Hard. His hand smacked Philos high across the cheekbone. Brenden was ready for it this time and although Philos cried out and would have fallen off the chair, Brenden kept him sitting upright.

Philos’ eye immediately swelled up and closed.

“I don’t!” Philos cried, panting around the blood pooling in his nose and the back of his throat. “I don’t know who this Gabriel is and I don’t know why you’re hitting me!”

From the corner of his eye, Cáel saw a warden moving. The man stepped forward to speak in Keiren’s ear. Then he stepped back and took up his perfectly still stance once more.

Kieren sighed.

“What?” Cáel demanded.

“We hacked into Philos’ financial records,” Kieren said. “It’s nothing that will stand up in any court, you understand.”

Cáel nodded. “Understood. Go on.”

“There’s a deposit for half a million credits. For yesterday.”

Ryan caught at Cáel’s arm. “Easy, Cáel,” he said.

Cáel yanked his arm out of Ryan’s grip and turned to Philos. “You did it for money?” he demanded. “For filthy lucre?” Pain flared in his temples. “You didn’t even have to be coaxed or mind-warped into it?”

Philos had been snivelling, rolling his one good eye and trying to staunch the blood running freely from his nose. But now he paused and lifted his head. Any sign of the bewildered, frightened, pale assistant had disappeared. 

Hatred filled Philos’ face. “I hope the she-vampire bitch died of adrenaline overload. I hope Gabriel catches up with you personally, you vampire-fucking pervert, and turns your brain into oatmeal.”

Cáel hit him. Again and again. Eventually the chair gave out and Cáel got him onto the floor and pinned him down there. He would have kept hitting him, except that too many hands hauled Cáel off Philos and dragged him away.

Ryan pushed against Cáel’s shoulder, using a lot of strength to hold him against the wall he had him pinned against. “Enough, Cáel. You beat him unconscious. Enough.”

Cáel looked at the bloody mess of Philos’ face, where he lay on the dojo mat and his anger drained abruptly, like water spilling from a tipped glass. 

Brenden and Kieren stepped away. “Okay, then?” Brenden asked.

“Yes,” Cáel said. His hands were starting to hurt now. He’d likely busted the knuckles open. And he was breathing like a runaway horse.

Brenden jerked his head toward the door. Kieren followed him and the wardens all trailed out after him. Two of them picked up the unconscious Philos and took him away.

Cáel closed his eyes so he didn’t have to watch the sagging body leave the room.

“That’s a tiny taste of coming attractions, Cáel,” Ryan said. 

Cáel looked at him, puzzled.

“You stay with me, you’re going to get all that and more and it will happen more frequently, as humans learn about us.”

 “You think I lost it over being called a few names?” Cáel shook out his throbbing hand. “You think I haven’t heard that shit and worse before? Well, ‘vampire-fucker’ is new for me, but the rest stands.”

It was Ryan’s turn to look puzzled.

Cáel rolled his eyes. “It was what he called Nia. She trusted me. You trusted me. And I led you both into this, insisting it was the best thing you could do for vampires and for yourselves and look at where it got you. She was terrified tonight.” And he could still feel her trembling against him. He kept flashing on it and reliving the moment and each time, his anger would start to rise again.

Ryan considered him for a moment. “You didn’t break any arms making us do this, Cáel. We made our own decisions. Besides, Nayara isn’t all that fragile. She has survived wars and enemies aplenty.”

“Can she withstand an enemy that steals from inside her own mind?” Cáel asked dryly. “I doubt she has any defences built for Gabriel.”






  










 

Chapter Nineteen
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

It bothered the hell out of Cáel that Nayara was sitting in the big old-fashioned wing chair in the corner of her office, her feet curled up under her, withdrawn from the discussion at hand. But there was nothing he could do about it right now.

There was thirteen of them standing, sitting or sprawled on the floor of the office. An emergency session of the senior members of the Agency—and friends, for Dionne was there and he had been included even though he had tried to leave. Ryan had roughly shoved him back into the room with an annoyed sound. Surprisingly, so was Mariana. Cáel had checked with Ryan and asked Kieren to sit in, as well. From the Agency, Ryan had assembled Brenden, Demyan, Rob, Christian, Natalia, Justin and Ophelia, who was still wearing French Empire court clothing from a recent trip to that time, although she took off the enormous wig with a sigh of relief and scratched at her real hair beneath.

Ryan slapped his hand on the table top to get silence. “Everyone here is either vampire, or has been thoroughly vetted and cleared by two agencies. Us and the Wardens. Nia’s office has anti-bugging, anti-recording and other security measures I won’t go into here, so we’re meeting here instead of anywhere else on the station. Sorry about the cramped meeting space and thank you for jumping when I called. You can consider the Agency on security alert until further notice, Brenden. Full security clearances for everyone. No one comes in without them. At any moment, we could go into full lock-down. Although, under the circumstance, that may not do us any good.” He looked around the room and his gaze paused when it reached Cáel.

“There was an incident tonight,” he said. “A psi-filer named Gabriel has been organizing the psi for some time now and tonight he made his first move against vampires. He’s courageous. He made Nayara his first target. He invaded her mind.” 

He paused, but utter silence was his only answer. There was shock on some of the faces around the room. Puzzlement on the others. But he had everyone’s attention.

“Now, there’s a few dangerous precedences and implications behind that,” Ryan continued. “The danger lies in what he stole from Nayara.” He flattened his hand out on the table top. “What many of you in this room don’t know, because we have kept it the most closely guarded secret this agency has ever held, is that just over six months ago, Natalia gave birth to a son, Jack. Genetically, Rob is the father, although Rob and Christian both share the title.”

Cáel leaned forward, shock slithering through him. “Natural childbirth?” he asked.

“Yes. Conceived and birthed the human way,” Ryan replied. “I’m sorry we withheld this from you, Cáel. It wasn’t personal. We didn’t dare tell anyone, not just you.”

Cáel held up his hand. “Wait,” he said, trying to think it through. The bits and pieces were there, he just had to put them together. Rob in the buggy in Constantinople, angry and worried, telling Nayara ‘You’re fucking with my future and my son’s. I won’t have it.’ Cáel had assumed, because Rob was vampire, that he had been talking about a son lost in the past somewhere, that Nia’s tampering with history would eliminate. But he had been talking about a real live son, right here in his personal, current timeline. Right now. Then tonight, when Nayara had told Ryan what Gabriel had done to her, the clue had been there again. ‘He knows about the child.’
Cáel had again assumed his ignorance meant simply they were being obscure once more. But who would have dreamed that vampires speaking of children would ever be talking about their own offspring?

Cáel’s head began to hurt. “Gabriel organized his people because of the health bill passing through the Worlds Assembly.” He looked around the room and remembered how high the security was within the room. Then he mentally shrugged. He had sold his soul to these people weeks ago. Spilling Worlds Assembly secrets was a drop in the bucket in comparison. “The bill has a sub clause that enforces psi sterilization.”

This time, the shock passing around the room was audible. Tally, sitting on the floor next to Rob’s chair, drew up against Rob’s legs. He took her hand in his. Christian sank down onto the arm of Rob’s chair, his face troubled. “They can’t pass a bill like that,” he said.

“They can. They have already,” Cáel told him. “Very few people were aware of the clause. It passed before I made it into office.”

“But why would that make Gabriel want to come after vampires?” Justin asked. “It’s humans passing the bill.”

“Malice,” Cáel replied. “Pure and simple malice.”

“We got from humans everything psi did not,” Ryan explained. “Rights, a place in society, a legitimate means to earn a living.”

“But...you had to fight tooth and nail for all of that,” Brenden said. “For two hundred bloody years. And you’re still fighting for it.”

“Gabriel won’t see that,” Dionne said, from her perch on the back of Nayara’s desk, in the shadows. “Petty people only focus on what they don’t have, that other people do. They don’t see the effort and hard work successful people have put into their success. They just see the rewards and envy them.”

“He sounds like a flippin’ five year old,” Justin said.

“Isn’t that just about what your average psi is like, though?” Ophelia pointed out, tugging at her tightly corseted waist. “A mercurial five year old—happy one moment, having a tantrum the next?”

“Gabriel is a pure psi-filer,” Cáel told them. “I’ll get you all copies of his bio and background. It’s not bed-time reading. And here’s another thought. If he was pissed before because vampires got all the candy, how much worse is his temper tantrum going to be when he finds out that on top of all the other insults, vampires can now breed like humans, too? Just when psi are having that ability forcibly removed from them?”

Everyone began to speak at once. Everyone but Nia.



Cáel knew it was late because the humans in the group were getting sleepy. Including him. But he wasn’t going to leave this meeting for any reason. For the first time vampires were working hand in hand with humans and he was watching it happen. He suspected that the vampires in the group were not aware of just how many humans were in the room, or that their numbers were nearly even with the vampires there. For the moment, the vampires hadn’t processed that they were comfortable with the humans mingling among them.

It was an historical moment.

But Cáel’s body was trying to shut down on him.

“Again,” Brenden growled. “We could move Jack, Tally, Christian and Rob to a secret location, but the station is the safest place, because we’re all around and we’re pretty sure Gabriel can’t read vampire minds unless he’s very close. Close enough to touch. And we’re warned now. Braced. We could try hiding Jack and his folks somewhere in history, but we don’t know how vulnerable Jack is to stasis poisoning and Fahmido isn’t a fan of that solution, so for now, that’s out. Keeping Jack here is our best bet.”

“We don’t even know he’ll come after Jack,” Mariana said. “Why would he want the baby?”

“So we can’t have him,” Ryan told her.

Mariana frowned. “I know he can behave like a five year old. I understand that. But he seems to be rather clever. Wouldn’t he want to hurt you in more sophisticated ways than just taking away your toys?”

Everyone stared at her.

“How might he do that?” Demyan asked politely.

“Well, he’s building an army, you said. What is he going to do with it?” Mariana said. 

Another small silence greeted her words. Reality was biting them in the nose again. Cáel sighed. The war he had predicted nearly a year ago was coming whether they like it or not. Now everyone was aware of it.

Ryan rapped the top of the table. “We’ll adjourn for tonight,” he told them. “Some of us need sleep and sustenance. Others have things to do, directly related to this matter, or not.” 

There was a general shifting of bodies. Stretching. Yawning.

“Under the circumstances,” Ryan continued. “I can’t let anyone off the station until we figure a few basic security matters out for the humans among us. Cáel, that includes you, too, I’m sorry.”

“Just show me a bed,” Cáel replied. “Or a soft spot on the floor.”

“Thank you,” Ryan said. “We’ll find quarters for everyone. And food or whatever else you need. Just ask an agency member for whatever you want. We’ll rustle it up. Brenden, see it’s taken care of, will you?”

“Done,” Brenden said. “Security is aware.”

“Thank you.” Ryan stood up. “I don’t have to remind anyone, I’m sure, that this meeting is one hundred percent sub-rosa.”

Cáel looked up at the ceiling. It was an ordinary suspended tile ceiling, that had been popular for centuries. A pity, he thought. It would have been nice to have had a rose there, just to hammer the point home for the more impressionable among them.

* * * * *
 

Finally, her office began to empty of people. Nayara heaved a mental sigh of relief. Soon, she would be alone and able to think.

But her optimism was premature, for Cáel made his way over to where Nia sat still curled up in the wing chair. He pulled up one of the abandoned chairs close to hers and sat on the edge of it. 

He looked tired, but he sat with a straight back, still alert. The knuckles on his hands were bruised and bloody, scabs forming on them and she wondered what he and Ryan had been doing before they arrived back at the station. But it was not a deep concern. Like all the issues that had seemed to scare everyone in the meeting, this, too, seemed shallow and distant to her.

She just wanted to be alone.

Ryan sat on the edge of Nia’s desk, his hands in his pockets. It was far enough away to show that he was removing himself from the conversation, but because he was staying in the room, he was declaring his concern.

Subtle. But that was Ryan’s forte.

Nia looked back to Cáel, waiting.

 “I have to apologize,” Cáel told her and paused, as if he expected her to be shocked or surprised.

But she knew why he was apologizing. “You didn’t force me to that party, Cáel. None of what we have done, including this beloved book of yours, did we do because you forced us.” She gave a small smile. “We would be weak indeed if we were so influenced by a human.”

“But you were influenced by a human,” Cáel told her.

This time, she did feel surprise. 

“I’m not talking about me,” Cáel told her. “I’m talking about Salathiel.”

Shock slithered through her. In all this long time, she had never looked at Salathiel in this way. But Cáel was right. “Yes,” she said softly. “We were, weren’t we? Even after he was turned, Salathiel remained essentially human. That was why he couldn’t cope with his vampirism. He was too human.”

“And there is another human who had influenced you, lately,” Cáel added.

She frowned, because she knew who he was referring to. “Gabriel,” she concluded. “He’s still technically human, at the core.”

“We all are, at the core,” Ryan said, from his seat on her desk. “We all have DNA. We can all interbreed, in the right circumstances. We all began as human. For what Cáel means, Gabriel is human.”

Nia pursed her lips together. “I’ve been giving him too much power over me. I let him inside, didn’t I? If we’re supposed to be so above influence, I’m making a poor showing of it. I’m sitting here like a pouting school girl, letting him camp inside my head.”

Cáel smiled. “I wasn’t going to put it quite like that.” His eyes were warm with laughter.

Nia’s desk chimed and Ryan twisted around and tapped the key. “What is it, Brenden?”

“Sorry boss, I’m going to need you or Nayara in person.”

Ryan stood up. “Coming.” He glanced at Cáel. “You know where your pillow is.”

Cáel nodded.

The little exchange bothered Nayara in ways she didn’t want to examine too closely.

Ryan left.

Cáel turned to her. “Lock the door, Nia,” he said. “Stop it from opening to anyone except those you personally unlock the door for.”

There was an urgency and earnestness in his voice that appealed to her better sense. Nayara locked the door remotely. “All right, I’ve locked the door. Why do I feel like you were waiting for Ryan to leave?”

“I was,” Cáel told her. “Well, not exactly, but now that he has, it’s an opportunity I’m going to use. There’s a third human who has been influencing you, Nia.”

She raised an eyebrow. The locking of the door was a major clue. “You,” she said flatly.

Cáel nodded. His black eyes were pinning her to the chair. “You’re a hard person to influence. You’re not wrong there. But I’ve been playing politics and persuading global leaders and businessmen for over fifty years now and I’m no slouch at it. You and Ryan were in another class altogether, though.”

“Were?” she repeated, pouncing on the word.

Cáel gave a tiny shrug. “I’m not playing this game anymore. Not after tonight. Not after I saw what Gabriel did to you. You can deny it all you want, but my people were directly responsible for giving Gabriel access to you. I have to live with that and I don’t like it one little bit.” His square jaw flexed and rippled. Was he angry? What emotion was running through him now? 

And it occurred to Nayara that Cáel was a highly emotional man. She had not always understood that. When she had first met him, she had considered him to be a cold, ruthless and calculating politician, with nerves of steel and no heart. When had he let down the shield and allowed her to see inside? 

Or had she just got better at seeing the real Cáel?

“I’m stopping the game, Nia,” he said and his normally smooth, deep voice was touched with some rough quality. Tiredness? Something else? “It’s the only way I can think of to make up for this.” His gaze turned back to her face again. “I’ve waited longer for you than I have for any woman, because I knew you had to off-load Salathiel first. But the time for waiting is over. And the time for honesty between us is now.”

Nia wrapped her arms around her legs as her heart seemed to slam against the inside of her chest. It wasn’t a game Cáel was playing at all. He just called it a game, but the stakes were far higher than a simple crap table payout.

Her mind turned, as it so often did, to the moment when she had stumbled into Ryan’s quarters and found the pair of them, naked on Ryan’s bed. The image was burned into her brain. Just recalling it had the power to make her pulse skyrocket and her body tighten with an arousal more powerful than anything she had experienced since she had been with Salathiel and Ryan. And that was from a simple glimpse. It was impossible to wonder how much stronger her arousal would be if it was not just a matter of seeing. What if she were, say, involved...?

And it was here that she had chopped off her mental meanderings, refusing to let herself consider such possibilities.

But clearly, Cáel had forgotten something, if he was looking at her now as a potential partner. “Ryan—” she began.

“He isn’t a part of this,” Cáel said sharply.

Now, what did that mean? Had Ryan and Cáel separated? Had it been only a temporary thing? Heaven’s knew, Ryan went through sexual partners like some people went through novels, but from the fury on his face when they had argued...just the fact that he had brought Cáel into his quarters on the station, an unprecedented event, had made Nayara think that for Ryan, Cáel was not one of his usual quick indulgences. That Cáel was something altogether different.

She tried again, to explain it. “But...”

“This is about you and me,” Cáel told her. “Nia, you’ve known this moment was going to happen since the day we met.”

Nayara tried to pretend she didn’t know what he meant, but she couldn’t. The memory was still vivid. She caught his gaze. “You joked about asking for my comm link.”

“You do remember.” He seemed pleased. “It wasn’t a joke, Nia. I was measuring your reaction. Ryan laughed, but you didn’t. You looked startled. At first. Then you looked thoughtful and I knew then that I would work for years if necessary to find a way past all the barriers and objections you would raise and make you really see me as something other than human and beyond redemption.”

“But you are human,” Nayara told him. “How can I ignore that?”

Cáel frowned. “Ignore it? I don’t want you to. But I did want you to stop holding it against me. You have been fighting human prejudice against vampires for two hundred years, but you’re carrying quite a load of prejudice, yourself. You disparage humans, call them weak and say we will never understand you, but I understand you just fine, Nia. I’ve been watching you for weeks and I know you so well, I feel like I’ve known you forever.”

“I don’t hate you,” Nayara said.

“Oh, I know that.” His tone was so odd—a mixture of amusement and warmth and utter certainty.

“How do you know?” she asked.

Cáel leaned forward, his forearms on his knees. “Do you remember, a few weeks ago, we had a meeting...hell, I can’t even remember what the meeting was about. Ursella Shun was there, so it was strictly business. Boring business, most likely. Ursella drains the fun out of any occasion.”

Nayara couldn’t help her grin and Cáel smiled, too. There was a devilish gleam in his eyes.

“At the end of the meeting, you picked up the reading board Ursella had been using, to jack it back into your desk,” Cáel said. 

“You bumped into me,” Nayara replied. That moment was stamped into her mind not just because of her perfect memory, but because she had played it over and over again, puzzling over it. Analysing it. And simply because she couldn’t leave it alone. 

She never had been able to figure out how the moment had occurred. Now she knew. Cáel had engineered it. 

She had come around the desk to pick up the reading board from the other table, because it was one of the older ones that couldn’t feed from the power grid without being physically plugged into a jack and she didn’t want to lose Shun’s notations.

She had picked up the board and turned back to her desk and rammed into Cáel, who had been heading for the door, she guessed. The board dropped and he caught it in one hand. He had been so close that she leaned back to avoid hitting him in the upper body with her arms or head and nearly toppled over herself. Cáel had steadied her by grabbing her around the waist with his free arm.

For a moment they had paused, their bodies locked together. Her heart had started up by itself, as she dealt with the surprise. And dealt with the heat of his body. That was the inane thought that skittered through her mind. How hot he was, underneath his clothing. Hot and hard. There was a well-worked body beneath the suit and very little fat. 

Up until that moment, ever since the stupid request for her comm link, Cáel had been utterly correct, distant and proper, to the point where she had begun to think the comm link thing had been a joke. Cáel Stelios worked too damned hard and was too obsessed with his job, his business concerns and the Worlds Assembly to ever worry about coaxing a comm link from a reluctant woman. He was the sort that would hire his companionship, discard it as soon as the deal was done and move on to the next task.

But with his arm around her waist and his hard body up against hers, Nayara had paused to wonder if that was quite true. For his dark eyes had gazed into hers for one breath robbing moment that had seemed to last for eons. “Hey,” he said softly. She could feel his voice rumbling in his chest, up against her breasts. Her nipples had instantly hardened.

Her highly accurate time sense told her that in reality, Cáel had held her for only a few seconds. 

But it had felt like an age before he let her go and stepped back. “Sorry. I didn’t realize you were heading straight back for your desk. That was entirely my fault.” He had handed her the reading board, stepped around her and continued on his way.

Leaving Nayara with a pulsing, aching body and scrambled thoughts.

She sat up. “You did do it deliberately. Ryan said that you had.”

Cáel looked startled. “You told him about it?”

Nayara bit her lip. “I lied. I told him it wasn’t you. I...didn’t want him to know. I don’t know why.”

“You wanted to keep it to yourself, because of your reaction,” Cáel said. His voice was low. “I felt your response to me, Nayara. It was instantaneous. And it was strong.” Cáel licked his lips. “You would have dismissed it intellectually, but your body was telling a different story. I went home that night, reeling with the possibilities.”

Nayara swallowed. “I did nothing about it...” she whispered.

Cáel frowned. “Why was that? I would have laid money on even your intellectual curiosity forcing you to follow up. I planned on it.”

“Ryan told me you would expect that. That you were a master strategist and I shouldn’t play into your hand. So I didn’t. He didn’t know it was you, though. I let him think it was anyone but you.” Nayara hugged herself. “When I saw you in his bed... Cáel...” She looked up at him, feeling the wrench of that moment again. “Why did you do it?”

He touched her lips with his forefinger. “That’s for later,” he said. “Nothing I’ve done was with the intention to hurt you. Earlier tonight, I gave up Worlds Assembly secrets in order to keep you safe, because I can’t stand the idea of anyone ever hurting you again.”

“Hurt me?” She was amazed. “Cáel, no one can hurt me. I am vampire. I thought you knew me?”

He picked up her hand and lifted her to her feet with a surprising strength. “I’ve seen you weeping your heart out, Nia. You can lie to anyone else you like, but you can’t lie to me.” He was drawing her slowly closer to him, his dark eyed gaze drawing her focus, snagging her mind and her attention. 

“I’m not lying,” she breathed.

“You have physical strength to move small trees,” he murmured. “Nothing damages you except a few mortal methods. But there is an enormous number of things that can hurt you. In all the time you have lived, Nayara, you have gathered experience and some wisdom and you have grown weary with the years. But you and Ryan and every other vampire in the agency have taken great care to remind me over and over that you do not change. Nothing about your physiology ever changes, because your symbiot will not allow it. Has it never occurred to you that it includes your emotional maturity?”

His arm was around her waist and he was pressed up against her, just like he had been before and the sensations his hard body was producing in her were impossible to ignore. They swamped her senses for a moment, until she was almost giddy with it. Nayara pressed her hand against Cáel’s shoulder, for stability, as an anchor and to hold herself away from him a little until she could think through his profound statement.

“Our emotions don’t change?” she repeated. “How can that be?”

“Emotions are chemical reactions in the human body. They change us. Humans change and grow because of our human responses. You don’t, Nayara. You might be centuries old, but you’re still struggling to deal with life’s bumps and bruises just as you were when you were made. How old were you then?”

She struggled to remember. “I don’t know,” she confessed. “Maybe twenty-five. Twenty-eight. No one kept calendars much then.”

Cáel nodded. “You react like a twenty-five year old. One with a lot of experience. You can’t help it. When you jump back in time, you might gain a little maturity. Fahmido could confirm that. But I’m guessing not much. An inch at a time.” He caressed her face. “You’re an economy sized package of human emotions because that’s the way you were as a human and you haven’t lost that in all the time you’ve been a vampire. Thank god,” he added, his voice a low rumble.

“So you’re not playing the game anymore...?” she prompted him.

Cáel’s gaze focused on her face. It shifted to her lips and she caught her breath.

“No,” he said. “I’m finished with waiting. And now I know that you were never going to come to me anyway. Ryan anticipated me, there.” His mouth quirked in a small grin. Then the grin faded. “You do have a choice, Nia. You can say no. But I don’t believe that’s truly what you feel. Not after Constantinople.”

Nayara realized that the hand she had placed against his shoulder had slipped around his neck and now she was resting against his full length, her chin lifted as she looked at him. “If that is what you believe, then why haven’t you tried to kiss me yet?” she asked curiously.

Cáel brushed his thumb over her bottom lip. “I’m savouring this moment,” he murmured. “Do you know how long I’ve dreamed about it?”

“It’s just that...I don’t think I can wait much longer,” she told him truthfully. Her body was throbbing with anticipation.

“Ah...so you do want me, Nia, my sweet.”

“You said you knew that,” she accused him.

“I knew you didn’t hate me. The rest...was just hope, built on the sweetest kiss I’ve ever stolen.” 

She knew then that he was waiting for her to kiss him. He wanted a positive sign before he would touch her in any serious way. Despite the heat radiating between them like a furnace, the throbbing of her body which even Cáel must surely feel, the hard tips of her breasts pressed against him through the silk of her kimono shirt, he was still waiting for a genuine commitment from her. He would not force her in any way. Signs and signals weren’t good enough. 

And she realized why. Gabriel had read her mind. Cáel wouldn’t presume that much.

Admiration filled her. The discipline and patience Cáel had shown! The tenacity...

She wasn’t aware of her decision to kiss him, but she found herself reaching up to press her mouth against his. His lips were firm and full. And warm.

Her action triggered Cáel. His hand thrust into her hair and held her head steady as he took over the kiss. With a deep groan, he thrust his tongue between her lips, sweeping her mouth. His lips traced hers, then her nose and eyes and ears. His tongue thrust into her ears, making her shiver with pleasure. Then he began to lick and bite his way along her jaw before kissing her again.

By the time he reached her mouth, Nayara was breathless. She had never been kissed like this, with such overwhelming attention. She was responding to it far too quickly, when she wanted time to explore and appreciate this sudden turn of events.

Cáel made kissing a feast of sensations. She could linger, exploring his mouth, for a long, long time. But her hands were telling her there were more interesting things to play with and she trailed her lips down his warm, soft flesh to the pulsing artery in his neck. She lingered over the pulse, sensing his blood, registering his scent and locking it away for future reference. “AB negative,” she murmured. “Rare.” She slid her tongue along the length of his neck and under his chin, while her hands fumbled with the fastenings of his shirt. She grew impatient and finally tore the shirt away from his shoulders with a small tug. The shirt disintegrated and she dropped the rags to the chair behind him.

Cáel’s eye had a hooded, sleepy look, but Nayara knew he was not tired. Not now. “Who was it that stripped me and put me to bed that night?” he asked. 

“Both of us,” she told him. “We’re strong, but a deadweight human is awkward to manipulate if you care about not hurting them. Or waking them.”

He glided his lips along her neck. “I wondered. Did you like what you saw, Nia?”

“I didn’t look that way.”

“Liar,” he said, his mouth nudging aside the collar of her shirt. “Did you?”

She clutched at his shoulders as he caressed the nape of her neck with his tongue. Shivers ripped through her. “I...yes,” she admitted. She had tried hard not to linger over that memory, or to recall images of Cáel’s naked body, but they had jumped into her mind unbidden at unguarded moments ever since. She had felt guilty for taking advantage of his human need for sleep in that way and had railed at herself for even thinking about those moments when her hands had touched his body.

Cáel laughed softly against her flesh. “You can stop flaying yourself for thinking about me, Nia. I like that you did.”

His lips seared another moist path across her throat to her other shoulder. As her kimono slid from her bare shoulder, she realized that Cáel had unfastened the sash.

Her body leapt at the idea. She was being seduced in soft, delicate steps, but her fall was inevitable. 

Nia let the kimono slither from her other shoulder, where it hung and heard it flutter to the floor. She was bare beneath the shirt and Cáel made a rumbling sound in his throat and curved his hands around her waist, just above the waistband of her pants. His thumbs moved restlessly across her flesh, making her stomach muscles quiver. “Beautiful,” he murmured.

He lifted her. It was a feat of strength Nayara wouldn’t have thought him capable of, but Cáel was stronger than she had suspected. She held his shoulders as he carried her over to the table and placed her on it. 

“I have a bed in my quarters,” she pointed out.

“I’m feasting, not sleeping. A table is appropriate for that,” he told her. He shook his head. “Another time, perhaps, Nia. A bed is too...ordinary for now.”

“And my office is not? Cáel, I had begun to think you were a romantic.” She slid off the table and wrapped her arms around his chest, under his and bent her knees. “Jump with me. One...two...three.”






  










 

Chapter Twenty
 

Southwest Western Australia, 1973 A.D.

The air in the forest was warm, thick and still. But in the distance was the sound of waves rolling against a beach and as Nayara listened, a kookaburra chattered in one of the high jarrah trees nearby, protesting their sudden arrival. The still, dark night air was warm against their skin. 

Nayara felt the ripple of hundreds of nerve endings coming alive in her body. Her human systems were coming on-line.

Cáel looked around and sniffed. “Okay, I have no idea where I am.” He looked at her. In the gleam of the moon filtering through the treetops overhead, his bare chest gleamed. “But that looks like a romantic getaway if ever I’ve seen one.” He was looking over her shoulder, at the beach house.

“I left a fire burning, although on a night like this, it’s really only for cooking and light.” She picked up his hand. “Come.”

“This is your place,” he said. It was a statement.

“Yes.”

“Where are we?” he asked, as they walked toward the cabin-sized house. Their footsteps crunched on dry leaves and twigs, until they stepped up onto the narrow veranda. There was a low light coming through the two small windows.

“The kookaburra didn’t tell you where you were?”

“That’s what that sound was? We’re in Australia?”

“The southernmost tip of Western Australia,” Nayara told him. “It’s 1973 and they’re still logging the timber, but the surfers have just started to discover the spectacular beaches so there is a lot of squatting, too. I go unnoticed among the hippies and beach bums.” She pushed open the door and stepped aside so Cáel could enter. 

It was a one room cabin, with a bed, a table and a big wood stove for cooking, heat and warming water. The stove grate glowed red with coals. “You were here not long ago,” Cáel observed.

“About two years ago,” Nayara told him.

He frowned, confused.

“That’s my personal timeline. Local time, it’s been three minutes exactly.”

Cáel turned back to face her and shut the door behind her. “It’s perfect,” he told her and pressed her up against the back of the door.

Nayara found herself smiling up at him. “Now you can take all the time you want, Cáel. No rush. No interruptions. No meetings.”

“That’s part of what I meant by perfect,” he murmured, his lips brushing hers. “Now, where were we?”

“You just put me on the table, after removing my shirt.”

“I recall that the shirt came off with some mutual effort. But..” He picked her up again and held her up in the air, his hands around her waist. He showed no signs of effort, although the big muscles in his arms bunched and rounded and so did the ones in his chest. “But not the table, this time,” he said. “This place is special enough.” He carried her to the big bed made of hand-sawn tree trunks and placed her on the quilt cover. “You’re warm again,” he said. “Human warm.”

“You prefer me warm?”

“I don’t care one way or the other,” he told her, pressing on her shoulder. “But while you’re human, I can do some wicked things that will make your nerve endings sizzle and your toes curl up. It’s all a matter of perspective.” As his persistent pressing laid her flat upon the mattress, his mouth touched hers. It was another intoxicating kiss.

And Cáel was right. Without the worry of interruptions, calls and the need to attend to the next meeting or commitment, Nayara could let herself sink into the kiss fully and completely.

She felt his hand tugging at the fastenings of her trousers, then they loosened and for a brief moment, he let her mouth go while he stripped her of the rest of her clothing. Then he stood and gazed into her eyes as he removed his.

Nayara shivered, despite the warmth in the room. 

Cáel was the first naked man she had seen in the flesh beside Ryan and Salathiel, in over five hundred years. She had tried hard not to notice details when they had stripped his sleeping form, before. Now, she let her gaze linger and take in the differences. 

Ryan was a beautiful man, but Cáel was handsome in a rugged, terribly masculine way. He oozed testosterone, especially naked. His body was in peak condition and he had the ridge of muscle that ran down to his groin like a broad arrowhead, that only very fit and lean men had and that Nayara found to be an incredibly erotic sight.

He climbed onto the bed next to her and fitted his body alongside hers.

“No wonder Ryan capitulated,” Nayara said. “You’re overwhelming, Cáel.”

“Thank you. I think.” He slid his hand over her belly. “But I keep remembering you in that green velvet dress.” He frowned. 

She touched the furrow between his brows. “Ryan said he thought you were upset about the tomato thing. Why?”

Cáel shook his head. “Now isn’t the time for that.”

“If not now, when? Now is the perfect time. Both of us have our shields down, Cáel. You get to be your real self here in this house and so do I.”

He smiled. “I’d rather you think less of me after I’ve had my way with you.” His hand stroked up toward her breast, fluttering closer and closer. 

Nayara’s stomach muscles quivered and she gasped. “Tell me now,” she demanded, gripping his wrist and holding his hand away.

“Nia...”

“Now,” she insisted. She pulled his hand up to her lips and kissed the palm, tasting salt and his unique aroma. “I promise that there will be a next time, Cáel, only if you tell me now.”

“Blackmail,” he muttered, smiling a little. But it didn’t reach his eyes. “Ryan is very perceptive. I was...well, angry is closer to what I felt. Frustrated. What if that tomato had been a bomb, Nia? What if it had been something less harmless than a tomato? I stood there, flat-footed, while Ryan and Brenden reacted. They did all the heavy-lifting that night. I, with my treacle-slow human reactions, got to watch like a poor dumb tourist while they protected you. Ryan is right, I didn’t like it one little bit.” 

And he sat up with a convulsive jerk.

Nayara sat up next to him. “Cáel, for goodness sake, you’re a politician. A power strategist. You’re not supposed to be throwing bodies around. Who said we ever expected you to do that?”

“Ryan is a political player and he had no trouble holding his own that night,” Cáel muttered. “It made me feel useless.”

“Because he’s a vampire and he’s been defending himself physically for centuries. You’re trying to compare lemons with giraffes, Cáel and you should know better than that, except you’re letting your ego get in the way. The only thing I remember about that night, when it came to you, was that you were standing at my back.”

He looked at her, his eyes narrowed. 

Nayara curled herself around him, her arms around his neck. “And what I remember the most about you, Cáel Stelios, is that it is you who came to bring me back from Constantinople.”

This time he needed no encouragement to kiss her. He gathered her up against him and his kiss was an unspoken summation of everything they had said and everything he had not yet spoken of, for Nayara suspected there was far more running deep inside Cáel Stelios, waiting to emerge. She saw hints of it in his eyes when he looked at her and in the fine tremble in his hand when he first lay it against her hip. 

But then mutual passion rose and they were both caught up in it and all her worries and concerns fell away.

Cáel spread her on the bed once more and used his mouth and lips to explore every inch of her, his hands blazing the trail. Long before he was done, Nayara was panting and moaning on the mattress, her hips lifting in invitation. Her pussy was gushing with fluids, more than ready to take him into her.

But Cáel merely smiled. “You say we have time. I intend to take it,” he told her.

She scrabbled at the tapestry quilt, careless of its origins.

Finally, when her heart was beating so hard she could hear it in her mind and her climax seemed to be threatening to wash over her at the slightest of touches, Cáel settled between her legs. His cock was a heavy, dark red throbbing mast between his legs. He sat with his hands resting on his thighs, just looking at her. Even his gaze made her writhe. 

“Cáel...” she begged desperately.

He leaned over her and she caught her breath, waiting for the delicious moment he would take her. His eyes met hers and his cock pushed into her. Nayara curled her leg over Cáel’s hip, helping him go deeper, relishing the sensation.

He watched her for every fraction of an inch he thrust into her, until he was fully lodged inside her.

Nayara gasped. “Oh, that’s good...” she breathed.

Cáel let out a harsh breath. “It’s better than I ever imagined it to be.” He touched his lips to hers.

He withdrew, taking his time again. Because she was human, she was alert to every little sensation and Nayara moaned as the counter thrust sent a deep ripple through her. She was going to come too fast. She was already too close. Her clit was blooming with pleasure.

Cáel thrust back into her again, this time a little faster and just a little deeper.

Nayara threw her head back, straining to control her excitement level. She wanted this to last.

“Come for me,” Cáel told her. “Let me feel you coming around me.”

Nayara wanted to protest, She wanted to come with him. But Cáel’s low, coaxing voice was her undoing. Her body leapt, her climax gathered, almost like it was at his command. She arched as her climax tore through her in a searing wave of tormented nerves and tendons. She moaned and felt her pussy clenching around Cáel’s cock in powerful contractions. 

Cáel gave his own deep groan. “Yes,” he breathed softly. He kissed her cheek as the tremors from her climax kept her quivering. 

He continued to drive into her in hard, controlled thrust. Nayara ran her hands over his hard buttocks, her fingertips dipping between them and Cáel gasped. “Wicked woman,” he breathed, his thrusts momentarily becoming unsteady, his hips shifting. 

“As you very well know.” She caught her breath as he shifted again. The movement brought his pelvis up against her swollen, sensitive clit, stirring it. Her body, already a trembling pillar of sensations centred around his invading cock, now began to build toward another orgasm. She clutched at Cáel’s solid shoulders, straining beneath him. “Oh...harder. Cáel, faster!”

He slid his hand beneath her hip, holding it for better leverage as he pounded into her. “Come again, Nia. Come with me,” he said, his voice hoarse.

And again, she obeyed. Her body gathered and leapt into a glittering, sizzling climax that seemed to sear her sight and all sensation for a few heartbeats. 

Cáel’s hand slid up to her back to hold her as she arched up off the covers. He thrust one last deep time and grew very still, his body strained, as his climax gripped him. 

When it released him, he didn’t fall against her as she expected. He held himself up over her, his breathing heavy, his gaze steady. He slid his finger down her cheek. “I don’t know how I managed to survive so long without so much as touching you, Nia. Now I’ve had this much, I know I’m going to be like an addict. I won’t be able to live without it.”

“It’s easier than you think,” she told him. “You do it a day at a time. And suddenly, two hundred years have passed.”

He carefully lowered himself down next to her, contriving to keep himself inside her, her leg over his hip and his thigh threaded through hers, until he lay looking at her. “You’re talking about Salathiel, aren’t you?” he said gently, pushing a stray lock of hair from her face.

She bit her lip to hide the sudden tremble. “And Ryan,” she confessed and suddenly couldn’t look Cáel in the eye.

Cáel’s hand curled under her chin and turned her face back to him. “No, look at me, Nia,” he said, his voice low, but determined.

She looked. Reluctantly.

He wasn’t angry. “You think this is a surprise to me? You were lovers for six hundred years. You still love him, Nia, whether you’re in his bed or not. You can’t just switch those feelings off.”

“He can.”

Cáel shook his head. “No, he can’t. He might like to think he can. He might pretend he does. I guarantee he hasn’t. There’s a reason he fucks anything in sight, Nia.”

She jumped a little in surprise, both at his language and at the idea he had planted in her mind. Why hadn’t she considered this before?

“Even you, Cáel?” she asked. “You didn’t mind being...a distraction?”

“I wasn’t. I’m not.” He touched his finger to her lips and ran it around the edges of her mouth. It was an oddly erotic gesture. “If you must know, wicked Nia, I seduced him. That puts me in a different category from Ryan’s usual conquests.”

“It does. Ryan would find anyone dictating terms a novelty. It’s been a long while since anyone was strong enough—powerful enough—to do it.” She considered. “Not since Salathiel, really.” She opened her mouth to ask another question, but closed it. It was none of her business. But the images were there anyway. Her imagination supplied answers to the questions she wouldn’t ask.

Cáel was watching her closely, his eyes gleaming. “What is your nimble mind concocting there, Nia? What is it you won’t speak of?”

She shook her head and gave a tiny shrug, as if it was a tiny matter of no consequence. 

Cáel gave a low laugh and kissed her lightly. “One thing I do know from studying you for over a year, Nia...I nearly always know when you’re lying. And you’re lying now. So tell me.”

She licked her lips, feeling a wild reluctance to speak of it. Heat bloomed in her cheeks.

Cáel smiled. “Shall I guess?”

Nayara let out a rushed breath and rolled her eyes. “You already know, don’t you?”

“That you find the idea of me and Ryan together arousing? It wasn’t even a guess, Nia. You’ve already lived in one ménage. Once I knew you responded to me, I knew you would be intrigued by the idea of Ryan and I together.” His smile was warm. Accepting. His fingers were drawing lazy circles over her hip and keeping her just on the edges of aware and aroused. “Did catching us together keep your mind occupied with erotic fantasies, Nia? Did you wonder what we did together and how it might look?”

She jumped, her heart leaping. “Cáel!” She didn’t know if she was shocked or amused. Or perhaps she was neither. The images and scenes she had spent days trying to repress and dismiss from her mind came surging to the fore now, stronger than ever.

And her body tightened instantly, including her pussy, which was still sheathed around Cáel’s cock.

Cáel’s hand on her hip paused. “Oh,” he breathed. “I felt that.” His gaze came back to her face. “You like the idea of us more than just a little bit, don’t you?”

“It’s just fantasies, Cáel. Don’t read more into it than that.”

He rolled onto his back, bringing her with him and Nayara found herself straddling him, his stiffening cock lodged very deep inside her. He fitted his hands around her waist. “I take nothing more from it than you are an incredibly sensual woman and I am going to make the most of it.” 






  










 

Chapter Twenty-One
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

Justin glanced at the discreet number glowing over the door. “This is it,” he told Dionne, who stood behind him in the corridor, clutching a few bare essentials Brenden’s staff had scrounged up for her. He pointed to the side of the door. “It’s keyed to your voice. Just tell it to open.”

“Just say ‘open’?” she asked dryly.

The door slid aside obligingly.

Justin stepped out of the way, letting Dionne go in. She hesitated, looking in.

“It’s not the Sukioma Ritz,” he said. “But it’s better than having Gabriel or his people rooting around in your head.”

She glanced at him and stepped reluctantly inside. One pace and she stopped and turned to face him. “They trust me, don’t they?” she asked.

Justin glanced up and down the corridor. He stepped into the room and let the door close. “They wouldn’t have included you in the meeting if they didn’t. The Wardens cleared you. So did Brenden’s people. Why?”

She put the tiny pile of bathroom supplies down on the narrow cot pushed up against the painted steel wall. “I thought I was at the meeting to...” She shrugged. “Account for myself.”

Justin stared at her, slightly amazed. “But you sat there, helping them plan things. The meeting was four hours long. That whole time, you were waiting for Ryan to land on you?”

Dionne shrugged. “It seemed to me that if tonight was going to be my last opportunity to help, I shouldn’t waste it.”

Justin let himself stare openly at her. “Barmy,” he muttered.

“Excuse me?” she said, her hand going defensively to her hip. “What does that mean?”

“Ya don’t know Australian?” he asked. “Want me to translate? Stupid, kinked, off yer rocker.”

Her jaw flexed. “I know Australian just fine,” she said evenly. “I fail to see how it applies to me.”

Justin leaned against the door and crossed his arms. “Easy. Do you know how many of us, given our druthers, would trade places with you in a heartbeat, if we had one?”

Dionne’s hand was still parked firmly on her hip. Now the other one came up to the other hip. She was wearing one of those grey silk business robes that made the fabric look like it was screaming in agony from being stretched so taut across her torso and hips. Her fingers dug in. “That just makes you the stupid one.”

“Live a few hundred years and try saying that.” He shook his head. “You have no idea what misery and heartache you’ve bargained yourself into, Rinaldi. You should take the money, instead. Buy yourself a regeneration.”

Her green eyes widened.

“That was your back-up plan, wasn’t it?” Justin asked. “If we turned you down on the whole vampire immortality deal?”

She pressed her lips together. “You have no idea who I am and what I want, Kelly.” She turned her back to him. “Please leave.”

He pushed himself off the door and wrapped his arm around her from behind, yanking her backwards so she was held up against his body. She was long, lean and lithe and as she twisted, trying to evade his arm, he could feel every curve and dip of her against him.

His body tightened and thrummed. He cupped her chin and turned her face so he could see it. “I know enough to know one thing you want,” he said. His voice was thick with his sudden raging lust. Her body against his had triggered it.

She gasped and grew still. It was an electric sound. Low, uneven.

Her neck was exposed to him. Justin leaned down and inhaled her scent. Delicious. His want of her leapt tenfold. He ran his tongue from the base of her neck, along the vital line, up to her ear, along the hot flesh.

Dionne shuddered and grew still. Her breath quickened.

Justin reached for the slit in the front of her robe, where her slender knees had been peeking out every time she walked, or sat, or moved, all day and evening. He gripped the edge of the slit and drew it aside.

The silk gave way with a tired ripping sound. The gown split apart up the middle, until the tear reached the neckline. It fell to either side of Dionne’s body.

She gave a tiny exhalation.

Justin stripped the ruined gown from her and tossed it on the bed. He discovered she was naked beneath it, apart from her high shoes. Her nipples were hard pebbles, the breasts high, rounded and full, like her hips.

Dionne reached up and pulled a long silver clip from the careful arrangement of curls of blonde locks on the tops of her head and shook her head. Her hair tumbled down around her shoulders, a mass of waves and curls, to bounce down about her waist.

She held the clip out to Justin. “You missed something.” Her voice was a low, highly charged, sultry purr.

Justin growled, his lust leaping to a ravening need. He picked her up and pushed her up against the wall, roughly throwing her legs about his waist. Dionne looked down at him, her breath coming faster, making her breasts rise and fall quickly.

Justin sucked in the tip of her breast, feasting on it. He bit and drew the nipple between his teeth and rubbed the end of it with his tongue, lashing it.

Dionne slapped the wall with the flat of her hand, moaning and gasping, her hips thrusting into him as she reacted to what he was doing. It only encouraged him to do more. He moved to her other breast, treating it the same, making her cry out again.

As he worked, he used one hand to strip himself of his clothing, until Dionne was bucking against his naked body and his cock reared up against her cleft, brushing it with each jerk of her pelvis, until he couldn’t stand the proximity of her pussy anymore, if he was not in it.

He gripped her hips and battered his way inside her, with a heavy exhalation that was almost a grunt.

Dionne thrust her hands into his hair, her fingers curling and gripping tightly. Her eyes were narrowed. “Fuck me, Justin,” she breathed, her voice ragged with her arousal. 

Her voice and the used, needy quality of it was a powerful goad. Justin cupped her ass, steadying her. He slid in and out of her, maximizing his thrusts so that she would feel every inch. 

Quickly, Dionne began to pant, squirming against the wall and making little desperate sounds that told Justin she was close to climaxing. She clutched at his shoulder, her fingers digging in. “Justin!” she warned him, her voice hoarse.

Justin took off the brakes. He leaned against her and thrust deep and quickly, feeling her body close like a vice around his cock. Dionne’s arms wrapped around him.

It took perhaps five more thrusts and his climax shot through him. Dionne’s climax was far more intense and she filled her lungs to scream. Justin got his hand up to cover her mouth just as her lungs began to vibrate.

He held her against the wall as she shook, staring into her very human green eyes as the pleasure took her. He looked and mourned.

* * * * *
 

Southwest Western Australia, 1973 A.D.

Cáel used the wood burning stove to brew Turkish coffee, which they both liked and of which Nayara had a small stash stored away in the cabin. He brewed it in a battered percolator on the stove top while she sat in the wooden chair pulled up to the table. He seemed quite at home with the equipment and the stove, which let her relax and tell her story.

“When Salathiel and the psi-filer disappeared from the institution, we reconstructed what had happened by looking at security tapes. Of course, in hindsight, everyone smacked their foreheads. It’s perfectly obvious that you can’t lock up a jumper, but they were just learning this stuff, back then. That was a major lesson for them.

“We turned the globe upside down looking for them and we found her. She was a gibbering mess.” Nayara paused, remembering the woman as they had found her, curled up in the corner of the tenement apartment, talking about doom and the devil. “The psi had glimpsed a future we didn’t know was coming and she was terrified.”

“She knew Salathiel had gone back to mess with the past,” Cáel guessed.

“I think she glimpsed it in his mind. She was an A-file and back then, they bred only for psychic ability. They went for power with a capital ‘P.’ I think not only did she read his mind, but she may even have had some ability to glimpse the future and she knew the time wave was coming. But along with her psychic abilities, she was socially dysfunctional, barely able to hold a conversation. It took a while for the breeders to figure out an acceptable balance of social skills and talents.”

“The File P’s. Pritti. It took them nearly two hundred years.”

“Yes,” Nayara agreed. “Two hundred years before they declared it a failed experiment and in all that time, their by-products have been breeding indiscriminately, here on Earth and across the nine worlds to where they got shipped as a work-force when nothing useful could be found for them.” Her mouth turned down. “Well, payback is hell.”

Cáel placed an old fashioned teacup in front of her, three-quarters filled with the strong coffee. “Drink,” he encouraged and sat next to her on the stool, the only other seat in the cabin. 

He blew on his cup and sipped. Then, “Did the psi tell you where Salathiel had gone, or did you guess?”

Nayara sighed. “I guessed. It wasn’t hard. There were only two or three possible times that were critical to changing his past so that it would be ‘better’ in his eyes. Only one of those would have kept him human.”

“Stopping his making.”

Nayara nodded. “We knew he wouldn’t be content with just interfering with than one night. She had an oath to fulfil and just halting that moment might simply divert her temporarily to let her try again. He would stop her permanently.”

“It didn’t bother you that you were contemplating Salathiel committing murder?”

Nayara shook her head. “Salathiel had become someone we didn’t know, Cáel. He had moved far beyond the man we loved. Ryan and I knew without doubt that he would kill his maker. We just had to figure out when. So we judged that going back a week before the collapse of the wall and watching the maker until Salathiel turned up would be the only way to find him back in the past.”

She cleared her throat. Even now, the fear that first jump had created could close it down almost completely. Raw panic. 

“We stumbled through that first jump, Ryan and I. Sheer dumb luck.” She licked her lips. “We had a time marker we both remembered vividly because...” She glanced at Cáel. “Well, we had made love, Ryan and I, in a little alley off the main markets. It had been spontaneous and we hadn’t been discovered despite people walking past barely a few feet away.”

Cáel’s eyes met hers and heat flickered deep within them. “I can understand why that memory might stick.”

“We didn’t realize that we were doing the exact right thing. We were focusing in on an emotional memory. Both of us were guessing how to do this, using the ramblings of the psi-filer and the security tapes, piecing it together using guesses and the psi-filer’s talent that she gave us. We tried jumping within contemporary times, practicing. But before we could actually jump back, the time-tsunami came through.”

Cáel reached over and carefully unwrapped her hand from around the teacup. “You might break it,” he said. “Here, I can probably take more than the china can.” He held her hand. “I’ve heard other describe the time wave, when it hit. I’m glad I wasn’t around for it. It sounds like sea sickness and far too many hangovers rolled up together.”

“It was all that,” Nayara agreed. “Even vampires weren’t spared, which was alarming for us. We never get sick. It lasted nearly two hours and I think some of our kind thought we were dying...except that the humans were sick, too. Everyone was, everywhere. Then it was suddenly over and that’s when we began to discover the changes. And the disease.”

Cáel covered her fingers with his other hand. “Constantine’s Curse,” he said, naming it. 

Nayara looked at him, horrified. “No one of our kind names it,” she said.

Cáel smiled. “It’s just a name. It’s not an invocation.” He leaned over the corner of the table toward her. “Did you know, Nia, that my entire family were destroyed by Constantine’s Curse? Including the man and woman who would become my parents?”

She flinched. “No,” she said stiffly.

“It went through the Greek islands inside three days. Our DNA was particularly vulnerable to the disease and there was a 98% mortality rate.” He frowned. “I should say, there was a 98% infection rate, because the Curse was incurable and 100% mortal. Once you caught it, your DNA was dissolved within twenty-four hours.”

“I know this,” Nayara said, acutely uncomfortable.

“Yes, I imagine you know it all too well,” Cáel replied. He lifted her hand to his lips. “What you did afterwards restored my family and millions of others. I don’t supposed anyone ever got around to thanking you, did they?”

“I think everyone was too busy being relieved,” Nayara told him, truthfully. “Including Ryan and me.”

Cáel stood up and leaned over the table again. His kiss, this time, lingered. She tasted coffee and his distinct scent. He tasted ambrosial.

“Thank you,” he said softly. Earnestly.

Ridiculously, she felt tears well up in her eyes. His thanks meant that much to her.

* * * * *
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

Rob tapped Ryan on the shoulder and beckoned with a jerk of his head and Ryan found himself following the solidly-built Scot over to a dark corner of Security. He was amused by Rob’s clothing. Somewhere in the last few hours, Rob had changed into full highland kit—kilt, broadsword and boots. The sleeves of his rough linen shirt were rolled up and his hair was held back with a raw piece of leather.

Rob was obviously feeling uneasy about security, if he had returned to his roots.

Rob propped his hand on his hip, close to the hilt of the broadsword. “There’s something that has bothered me since our conversation in the kitchen a few days ago. I believe it is a possibility that the Agency has overlooked. What if the psi are also ‘mugging’ humans for their memories and not just vampires?”

“That’s not possible.”

“Why not?” Rob countered. “You’re too blinkered by ye own ethics and charters, that prevent anything other than consensual sharing of markers and memories. There’s nothing physical stopping the psi from mugging humans.”

“They wouldn’t bother with human memories. They’re short, distorted by foggy memory and overlaid by interpretation and discoloured by emotions. Of no use to anyone.”

“Then why not simply mug a vampire here? Why the elaborate deception to get Demyan back to Rome?”

“They can’t access our thoughts when the symbiot is active. They had to fake their way back into history with a traveller, before they could access his memories while he was human.”

Rob rolled his eyes. “Well, ye know now, that isn’t true. Not after last night.”

Ryan had to calm himself and think it through. “I believe only Gabriel is powerful enough to reach past the symbiot and read our minds and I think he can only do it when we’re relaxed, unaware and thinking about exactly what he wants to see in our minds. He had to prompt Nayara last night into thought paths he wanted. And he had to lull her into the right frame of mind.” Ryan curled his fingers and uncurled them. “I hope he’s that limited. He went to a lot of trouble to make sure he was in the same room and face to face with her. If he could have simply stolen into our minds at will, he would have done that from ten miles away and not risked exposure or the warning he’s given us.”

Rob frowned. “I still think you’re wrong. I think the psi were time jumping before they mugged Demyan and I think they were stealing human memories to do it. But you’re right—human memories don’t go back far at all. So the psi moved on to bigger stakes.”

“Why would they do that?” Ryan objected. “It doesn’t make any sort of sense at all.”

“Not from your perspective. But I’m the new boy around here, remember? A lot of what you do makes my eyes cross, too.”

Ryan actually laughed. It came out involuntarily. “Well, perhaps—” 

A wave of nausea swept through him, making him reach out for the wall. He heard Rob’s gasp and lifted his head to see the man grip his head, squeezing his temples.

“Time wave,” Ryan croaked, as the wave shook and dumped him.

Rob sank to his knees.

Then, just as abruptly as it had arrived, it had gone.

“That wasn’t your usual minor adjustment,” Ryan gasped. He helped Rob back to his feet. “Come on. We have to hit the books, find out what has changed.”








  










 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 

Demyan found the source error, for it was in his personal past. He stared at the screen. “I think I have it,” he said to no-one in particular. But swiftly, he was surrounded as others tried to read his screen.

“I don’t know enough about this period,” Rob said at last. “Was the Romanov gold and family jewels stolen during the early days of the Revolution?”

“No, not like this. Not at all, in my memory, although it’s possible the revolutionaries leached off bits and pieces as they took control of the palace and other royal family possessions. But this...this violent raid of the vaults, so many dead...this never happened.”

“Perhaps they were counting on the lack of organization in those early days to cover their tracks,” Brenden suggested. 

“Then they screwed themselves over, didn’t they?” Pritti asked with a smile. 

Brenden frowned at her.

“She means that the unsolved mystery itself is what kept the story alive and out there for us to find,” Demyan explained. “If they had stolen the gold and been caught, or if the USSR figured out who had taken it, then the mystery would be solved and the compulsion to record it and speculate over it in the history books, wouldn’t have been there and we wouldn’t have found it. They’re victims of their own success.”

“Like the Mary Celeste,” Rob murmured. “That ship was written about for three centuries, until they found out what happened to it. Now it’s just a footnote in history.”

Brenden nodded. “Nayara and Ryan need to know about this.” Ryan had returned to his office to use the terminal there, as everyone on active duty had taken up desks in Security. “Demyan, the com links are all overloaded right now. You go and tell them and I’ll start tracing this backward and forward and see what the consequences are.”

“I’m here,” Ryan said quietly, startling everyone. He stood at the edge of the crowd around Demyan’s terminal. 

Pritti giggled. “All of you are so hidebound. So proper. I simply told him and he came.”

“Tell me what you have found,” Ryan said quietly. “How great is the change?”

“We’ve found the source,” Brenden said. “Demyan...?”

Demyan explained about the theft of the Romanov family fortune while Ryan studied the monitor and listened.

“I’ve got every documentarian I have working on current affairs, to measure the extent of the change,” Brenden finished. “This theft was only a few centuries ago...it’s possible the wave didn’t have time to pick up enough power.”

“I’ll want data and a statistical summary as soon as you can give them to me,” Ryan told him. He frowned. “There’s something about this. It’s nagging me.”

“We’re assuming it’s psi who did this?” Rob asked.

Brenden crossed his arms. “Of course it is. The only traveller we have that could get back to that time is sitting in front of you.”

“Revolutionary Russia isn’t a popular period,” Demyan said with a shrug. “And it’s already very well documented, so the academics aren’t in a hurry, either.”

“Then...how did they get back there?” Ryan asked. “Where did they get the marker?”

Silence was his answer.

“Humans,” Rob said. “They must have worked their way back, from generation to generation of human memory.” He looked at Ryan as he said it.

“Or perhaps it was one of our markers, after all,” Brenden growled, staring at Pritti. “Demyan has the marker. And there’s at least one person here who isn’t bound by the codex, who is happy enough to mentally beckon the boss when she feels like it.”

Pritti’s eyes widened and she took a step back, away from Brenden. “You’re mean,” she whispered. 

Demyan gripped the arm of his chair. None of the others were saying anything. Even Ryan simply stood there, watching Brenden glare at her.

Brenden was a man of strong opinions, but the silence must have confirmed his guess for him and given him complete conviction. He stepped toward Pritti, his expression evolving into one of menace.

Demyan fully expected her to simply teleport away. But she merely backed up another step, her eyes very big. She looked terrified.

Before he realized what he was going to do, Demyan stepped between the two of them, facing Brenden. He looked up at the giant of a man and felt the first touch of intimidation he’d felt in years. “Leave her alone. She’s not the enemy you think she is.”

Brenden blinked, looking utterly astonished. “What god has got into you?” he demanded.

“Brenden, leave it,” Ryan said sharply. “Demyan’s right. Pritti is not your security breach and wishing it so won’t make it such, as much as that would simplify things for you.”

“I wasn’t—”

“I said leave it.” This time there was a whiplash of authority in his voice, enough to make Brenden step back. Demyan mentally bowed to the man. Ryan didn’t feel cowed by the Spartan, despite knowing the man could separate his head from his shoulders with one hand and bring about his demise. Both of them had seen Brenden manhandle another, had witnessed the light of lust in his eyes and the damage he could inflict even without weapons.

Demyan waited until Brenden took another step back, returning approximately to where he had been standing all along. 

Rob gasped, rising to his feet from the edge of the desk he had been propping himself upon. “Je suis un idiot!” He shook his head. “The money. That’s where they got the money for the tour of Rome. From the Romanov gold.”

Brenden turned his head to look at Rob , slowly, as if he resented the interruption. But then he began to smile. “You might be right, faux Frenchman.” He swatted Rob on the shoulder, making him stagger a little and turned on his heel. “Adieu. I will track the buggers and crush them beneath my heel!” The door of his office would have slammed shut behind him, if the mechanism had been but a little slower.

Demyan turned to check Pritti. She had gone. 

He looked around, knowing she had probably jumped to some remote corner of the station that only she knew of and saw her on the far side of the room, heading for the exit. She seemed to be limping.

“I’ll...I have to go,” he murmured and followed her. 

Despite her limp, Pritti was moving fast. She had turned off the main corridor, into the secondary passage that led to the rear of the station. Somewhere back there, she had her own quarters. 

Demyan called her name, to get her to wait, but even in this secondary passage, there were a lot of people moving along its length.

Unsure of where the urgency came from, he resorted to one of Pritti’s own tricks. He mentally reached for her. Pritti, wait.

He felt the touch of her mind, an air of surprise and puzzlement and lengthened his stride. And there, just ahead, she was waiting for him.

As he got close, she wiped at her eyes.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

Her smile was dazzling, full of warm emotion. He was bathed in it and he realized it was not just her smile. She was radiating her feelings. Showering him in them. “How could there be anything wrong?” she asked. She gave a little leap, throwing herself at him and he automatically caught her. Her arms wound around his neck, her legs around his waist and she kissed his cheek.

But he could feel her wet cheek against his jaw.

Yet the warmth, the joy, the happiness didn’t end. And it was intoxicating. He began to smile and tightened his arms around her. “You’re worse than the weather. You’ll strip gears, changing moods that quickly.” 

She kissed him on the lips and this kiss was a slow, sensual one that aroused his sluggish senses. He responded, her bubbling happiness making him care very little that they stood in the middle of the passage as others carefully navigated around them with murmured apologies.

Abruptly, the passage was not there. The air around them changed and he lifted his lips from hers to look around. It was his room. She had jumped and taken him with her.

“Kiss me again,” she ordered and her voice was husky, a woman’s voice. It sent a ripple through him, stirring his blood.

“Pritti...”

She smiled, a wicked expression that made his heart leap.

And suddenly, he was on his back on the floor and she straddled his hips, leaning over him. She smiled again. “Hello.”

He listened to the telltale flutter of his heart, the rising lust in his veins. “I’m human,” he said. “You took me back into the past.”

“Not so far back,” she assured him. “Just far enough to reward you properly.” She touched the buttons on his shirt and they fell away at her mental command. She spread the shirt and rested her small, warm hands on his chest. 

Trust Pritti, who jumped where and when she pleased, to have thought of this highly personal application of time-jumping.

Her eyes were shining as she smiled down at him. “You said something to the others.” 

“I didn’t do it for you,” he said quickly.

She lifted her arms and her top slithered off over her head and landed on the floor behind her. The sight of her small, full breasts caught his breath.

His arms were pushed above his head and anchored with invisible, mental ties to the floor. He couldn’t move them. Pritti gave another wicked smile and licked his chin. “You said it anyway.” 

“Brenden was being an idiot. Paranoid. Chasing shadows.”

Her lips were soft. Hot. He groaned, unable to move, even as his pants were stripped from him.

“Open your mind,” Pritti told him. “Feel all of it. Feel me, too.”

He could feel her powerful mental presence hovering over him. As her lips continued their assault, he opened up, letting her in and was instantly washed in a doubling of pleasure as she fed to him her own reactions, feelings, sensations. 

He closed his eyes with a groan that was ripped from his soul and let himself drown in her.

* * * * *
 

“This time wave was nothing like the tsunami that went through, was it?” Cáel asked, pushing the reading board away from him thankfully. 

Nayara looked up from her desk. “It was exactly the same,” she told him. “Only the tsunami lasted for two hours, not twenty seconds.”

Cáel felt queasy at the idea. He had been on the verge of dropping to his knees and vomiting with just twenty seconds of it. What would two hours of it had done to him? To the sick and frail? To little children? 

“Is that how you knew this one came from a lot closer?”

“Or it wasn’t changing as much,” Nayara added. “Salathiel was a key influencer and he changed time a long way back in the past. The wave built up a lot of changes before it hit here.” She came around the desk. She was wearing another green outfit, one of the velvet ones that always intrigued him. It seemed to wrap around her and simply cling to her hip with no visible means of fastening, making him twitch to tug at the ends of the wrap and see if it unravelled. There were long boots underneath, ones with heels, that he planned to coax her into leaving on, later, if he possibly could. 

He had been indulging himself with following her around with his gaze whenever he could get away with it and as a result, his body had been simmering all morning.

Ursella had been impatient and curt with his absentmindness, but Cáel had almost laughed in her face and that had merely irritated her further.

“Why the smile?” Nia asked, settling onto the table in front of him.

“These are such strange days,” he remarked, pulling her onto his lap. “You should probably lock the door.”

“I have already.” Her smile made her eyes sparkle and Cáel’s cock twitch. 

He settled his hands around her hips. “So this wave, because it was smaller, meant it was closer and there wasn’t a key influencer involved. Gabriel will love that.”

“Maybe Gabriel is a key influencer, but if he wasn’t personally at the raid of the Romanov fortune, he won’t have influenced the event,” Nayara replied. “But the event was definitely closer. Three hundred and fifty years instead of six hundred odd.”

“It’s not linear at all,” Cáel said. “Not with all the branching possibilities that change can make. It’s pyramidal.”

Nayara nodded. “The further away in time the change takes place, the more powerful the time wave, by a factor we have no desire to discover.”

“Enough mathematics,” Cáel growled and reached for the edge of the wrap of her dress. “Do I just tug on this?”

“I don’t know. Do you?” she replied back, her face expressionless.

Cáel tugged gently, experimentally, afraid that if he pulled too hard, the gorgeous fabric would rip and he would look like a brute. But at his gentle tug the dress seemed to open up like a budding flower and fall down around her arms, leaving her naked from the waist up and surrounded by a pool of rich dark green velvet.

Cáel groaned his appreciation. “You did that deliberately.”

Nia’s smile was warm and wicked. “It’s an antistatic fastener. I turned it to negative as you tugged. I wanted to see the look on your face. It was delicious, by the way.” She curled her arms around his neck. “Especially as you gave me the impression there was nothing left a woman could teach you, Cáel.”

“I did?” he said. “I was a fool.” He slid his hand into her hair. “Does your hair come down the same way?”

She shook her head. “No. It took me an hour to get my hair up and presentable for Shun this morning.”

“You let that woman scare you too much, Nia.”

“Yes,” she agreed as Cáel kissed her and the word emerged as an exhale. The kiss grew hot and languid almost immediately. It was hard to ignore the throbbing of his body when Nia was naked and pressed against him. Her hands nimbly and swiftly unfastened his shirt and pushed it down his arms so that he was sitting in the chair naked from the waist up, too. He guessed he didn’t look as elegant as Nia, but frankly didn’t care. The touch of her breasts against his chest felt like the brush of twin brands. His heart reared and slammed around in response. 

He knew there was something he needed to do, but the concern evaporated as Nia pushed her hand down his stomach, sliding it under his trousers. Her intention was obvious and Cáel’s cock reared up to greet her touch, hampered by his seated position and the folders of his trousers.

Then, abruptly, Nia was gone from his lap like a giant hand had plucked her away. Her lips were torn from his.

She stood next to her desk, holding the dress up against her chest, wearing a defiant expression. She had moved at vampire speed. That was why it had felt like she had been ripped from him.

Cáel looked to where she was staring, already knowing what he would see.

Ryan stood in the open doorway between his office and Nia’s. 

The door. That was what Cáel had been trying to remember to do. They had locked the outside door, but not the internal door between Nia’s and Ryan’s offices.

Ryan’s face was stiff and utterly devoid of emotion. Cáel knew he was holding it that way, holding himself apart from any reaction, trying to stay above the pain of any emotions.

Nia lifted her chin. “You might have knocked or something.”

Ryan let out a ragged breath and briefly, raw hurt flashed in his eyes. “When have I ever had to announce myself with you, Nia?”

She remained silent.

“I see,” Ryan said slowly. “I will from now on, then.” He turned back into his office.

Horrified, Cáel stood up. “Ryan.”

Ryan lifted his hand, palm out toward Cáel. The ‘cease’ motion was definite and inarguable. Ryan wouldn’t even look him in the eye.

The door slid shut.

“Stop him!” Cáel told Nia, as she slowly put her dress back on.

“Stop him how?” she asked remotely. “He has done nothing.”

“Gods!” Cáel cried. “You two are the most stubborn...!” He didn’t finish the thought. He strode to the connecting door himself, but the door, which had been keyed to his profile and normally slid open as soon as he neared it, stayed solidly shut.

Ryan had locked them out.






  










 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 

Cairo, Egypt. 2263 A.D.

With thirty million people, Cairo was still the biggest city in Africa. For centuries, the ancient city had struggled to provide enough housing, to entice steady streams of people to relocate off-world with the promise of stake-money. Despite their efforts, the poorest Egyptians were forced to lived in the cemeteries called The City of the Dead, forming a micro-society of their own—one that obeyed few of the laws most civilized people recognized.

Demyan had heard of the City of the Dead, but had never had reason to visit, even when he had been living in the Sinai in his dessert-dweller days, as he’d slowly moved westward across the globe. 

Despite the knowledge that no-one could really hurt him, Demyan kept an eye on those following behind him and anyone who took anything more than passing interest in him as he moved through the narrow, dark lanes. He had no intention of being stopped, or even delayed, this night. 

He sampled the mental winds and felt Pritti just ahead. She had stopped moving now and he hurried his pace. Just ahead, there was a low shack made of pieces of statuary that propped up cast off metal sheets and plastic draped over the edges. It was meant only to keep the scheduled early evening rain off. There was a small fire flickering beneath it and many dark shadows, some of them moving. One of those shadows would be Pritti.

He moved boldly toward it, not hesitating or creeping along, for that would alert her. When he reached the fragile structure, he ducked beneath the low hanging edges of the roof and stood up. His hair brushed the metal.

Pritti was crouched over something beyond the fire pit, her back to him. She was absorbed in her task and had not noticed him yet.

“Pritti,” he said, calmly enough.

She flinched, scrambled clumsily to her feet and turned to face him. Anger touched her features and not for the first time he noticed the slight tick in one eye that had been occurring more frequently. “Go home,” she told him. “I don’t want you here.”

“I know why you’re here, Pritti,” he said carefully. He touched his temple. “You might not have meant for me to see it, but I did.”

Her enormous eyes widened slightly. “You saw....” She bit her lip. “You saw nothing,” she said bitterly. “You just followed me.”

“Yes, but why would I follow you, if I had not seen where you were going...what you intended to do?”

“I would not have shown you that,” she said with flat denial.

He took a half-step closer, not enough to startle her. “I don’t think you can hide anything from me anymore. In the last few weeks, the connection between us has widened and grown smooth, to the point where we no longer have control over it.”

This clearly startled her. “I didn’t mean for that to happen,” she whispered.

“No more than I did,” he assured her. He took another step. “Let me see him, Pritti. Maybe I can help.”

She shook her head and tears glistened as they flew from her cheeks. “You can’t.”

“Let me see,” he repeated. “Do you think it will be a shock to me, after what I have seen in your mind?”

She took a deep, shuddering breath and turned back to the huddled mass of shadows behind her and crouched down. Demyan knelt beside her and let his eyes adjust to the dark. Gradually he made out the shape of a man lying curled in a loose fetal position, wearing a filthy, ragged dishdasha. Through the worn cloth, he could see the man was not much more than a collection of long bones, with skin stretched from joint to joint. 

Pritti touched the man’s shoulder gently. “I brought food,” she whispered.

The man made a gurgling, grunting sound and the one eye that Demyan could see rolled to the side to look at her. That told him that the man wasn’t curled up in that position for warmth, but because his muscles and tendons had shortened to the point where he could not straighten his limbs anymore. Nor could he move his head to look at his sister. Only his eyes seemed to work.

“What is his name?” Demyan asked softly.

“Elon,” she said, opening up an insulated container. She smiled at the husk of a man lying on the old carpet before her. “You were always my favourite of all my brothers,” she told him. She lifted her hand toward Demyan. “And this is Demyan Romanov. From the Agency.”

“He can no longer speak?” Demyan asked.

“Not for many months now.” She smiled at Elon. “But we manage to work things out.” She stirred the food with a feeding spoon.

“How old is he?” he asked, for Elon looked like a feeble old man.

“Twenty-three.” She glanced at him, then back at the food she was steadily stirring, warming it. “I had fifteen half-brothers and sisters.”

“Had?”

“Yes.” She smiled. “Elon has out-lasted everyone but me. He’s a stubborn cuss.” She dipped into the food, picked up a spoonful. “Time to eat, little brother.”

Demyan held his breath, as she lowered the spoon towards Elon’s mouth. The cracked, peeling lips opened just a little, probably as wide as he was able to open them. The spoon hovered at the lips. Pritti frowned, staring at the spoon, her chest rising and falling rapidly. Demyan could feel her heart trying to climb its way out of her ribcage, battering painfully.

Abruptly, she dropped the spoon and turned away, to sit on the bare sand, her legs spread and her hands clutched convulsively between them. She hung her head. “I can’t,” she cried softly. “I can’t do it.”

“Then don’t,” Demyan said simply. “We can find better care for him, somewhere else. This isn’t the only answer.” He picked up the poisoned pot of food that had slipped from her fingers and put it aside.

She lifted her head then and speared him with a look that carried a baffling range of emotions, more than he could fathom. “Touch him,” she said. “Reach inside.”

Carefully, Demyan laid his hand on Elon’s flank, feeling the brittle thinness beneath. He reached for the man’s mind through the physical contact.

Pain. Raw, fiery flames of pain. Agony. Bone-gnawing, never stopping. 

He snatched his hand away and grabbed at his chest as his heart seemed to squeeze and halt. He kept very still, waiting for the violent reaction to pass. Then he looked at Pritti. She was watching him, was familiar with what he had sampled in Elon’s mind. Her eyes were full of tears again. “You see?” she said simply.

“Is that...is that all there is to him now?” He had not been able to glimpse anything of the man behind that wall of overwhelming agony.

“He can’t even scream anymore.” Pritti was still wringing her hands.

Horror touched him. “But he knows you. He is aware. Awake to all of it.”

“Yes,” she said simply. She separated her hands and rested one on his arm. “Demyan...would you...? You have ways...I know you can make it quick. Would you do this for Elon?”

“I have never—” He stopped, realizing the inaccuracy of what he had been about to say. He tried again. “Pritti, I’ve never taken a life when the symbiot was not controlling me.”

“But you can. You know how.”

“Yes,” he said with deep reluctance.

“Please,” she whispered. “Please, Demyan. I cannot. And it would be doing him a kindness. I tried to pay someone here to do it, but they think Elon is one of the old gods, returned to human form to suffer for his excesses and they won’t touch him.”

“Instead, they keep the fire for him,” Demyan finished, glancing at the carefully tended fire pit. “That is why he has not been molested in this city of thieves and murderers.”

Pritti looked away. After a long, throbbing moment of silence, she began to speak, almost to herself. “The humans who made us never noticed how their work impacted on the thalamus. They thought it was Parkinson’s disease, because the first symptoms of thalamus shut down are loss of memory and loss of sensations, then motor impairment, especially posture.” She looked back at Demyan and smiled. It was a painful expression. “We all know these facts. We learn them early. But it took the geneticists too many years to make the connection. Too many psi escaped to live on their own and by the time they figured out that the gene manipulation itself was causing the thalamus loss, it was too late. Thousands of us had been made. So they abandoned the project and left us to live or die as we may.”

Demyan could find nothing to say. He was familiar with the history of the psi , but had never been so personally associated with it. 

“Many choose to die,” Pritti said flatly. “Not straight away, but when hope has truly gone that they might be the one psi spared the guaranteed fate.”

“Elon did not chose that path?” Demyan asked.

“He had no time to arrange it. His symptoms came on very early and very quickly. When he could no longer take care of the matter himself, he called to me, while his abilities were still intact. I came here for the first time about six months ago. I hadn’t seen him for twelve years before that.” She sniffed mightily and wiped her eyes. “So I am asking you to take care of Elon for me, because I’m weak and cowardly and can’t do it myself.”

“You’re not a coward,” he assured her. “Human, yes. But not a coward.”

“You’re insulting me?”

“Pritti, you’re more human than most of that race of man. I have spent centuries watching them and can say that with complete certainty.”

She sniffed doubtfully. “Will you do this, Demyan?”

“For you, yes. I will.” He took a deep breath, bracing himself. “Don’t watch me. Don’t stay.”

She nodded and moved out from under the roof, walking until he could no longer hear her footsteps. He turned to Elon. “Goodbye, Elon,” he murmured. “I promise you, this will not hurt. Your sister is right. I know what to do.”

* * * * *
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

Cáel slammed his fists against the door, pummelling it. “Damn it, open the door, Ryan!” 

He turned to Nia. “Can you override the lock? Can you open it?”

She fastened the dress closed and was completely respectable again. “I could, but why would I? He has made his wishes perfectly clear.” She spoke in a monotone.

The intercom on her desk buzzed.

“Don’t answer that!” he commanded as she reached for it.

It buzzed again.

He strode over to her and gripped her arms. “Open the goddamn door, Nia, or I’ll turn you over my knee and paddle your ass like a schoolgirl’s, so help me.” His temples were throbbing along with his heart and he knew he had to reel in his temper before it spewed all over the room and did permanent damage.

Nia blinked. There was a tiny furrow between her brows and she looked like she was having trouble processing what he had said.

Shock, he realized. Or what passed for shock in vampire terms. A log jam of thoughts that substituted for emotions.

It checked his temper and put it on the back burner. “Nia,” he said more gently. “You have to deal with Ryan. Now. You can’t just let this lie.”

She swallowed. “He wants it that way,” she whispered.

“No, he bloody well doesn’t!” Cáel retorted. “He just doesn’t know how to do anything else anymore. He’s stuck, like you’re stuck. But you’ve hurt him...” He saw her wince and shook her a little. “Nia, it’s done, but now his defences are wide open and bleeding. You have to take this tiny opportunity and use it before he repairs them, because what he’ll rebuild will be thicker and infinitely harder to break through.”

Her marvellous green eyes finally focused on him. “Yes,” she murmured. “You’re right.”

Cáel sighed in relief. “Go,” he said, pushing her toward the door. “Go and get him.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. “Cáel...”

“Just hurry up, will you?” he told her, injecting irritation into his voice. “Ryan hates tardy women.”

Her mouth curled up in a smile. “He does, doesn’t he?” She walked across the room, her deliciously curved hips swaying slightly in the sinful green velvet dress. The door opened for her and closed behind her.

Cáel spun away, to look at Earth’s dark face. He rubbed furiously at his eyes as they stung and his fingers came away moist. “Ah, fuck...” he whispered. “You’re just human, Stelios. They don’t care. Give it up.”

He leaned his fist against the cool glass and rested his head against his arm, watching Earth turn, accepting and familiarizing himself with the taste of loss.

“Cáel,” Nia said, behind him.

He turned. “Need something?” he asked, striving for a casual, neutral tone.

“He’s not there. Not his quarters or his office. Brenden says his bio pattern doesn’t register on the station at all.”

Cáel pushed himself away from the window. “He’s jumped somewhere. New Orleans...” He shook his head. “No, he’d know I’d think of that. And it’s for drinking and good times.” He looked at Nayara. “He must have half a dozen bolt holes spread across history. Where would he go to really hide away. An escape that he thinks no one knows about?”

“What makes you think I would know about it if Ryan believes no one does?” Nia asked curiously.

“You know each other so well,” Cáel said. 

Nayara tilted her head, looking at him. “So do you,” she said. “You know us almost as well. Where do you think Ryan jumped to?”

“I...” Cáel cleared his throat. “I just know facts. Dates.”

She shook her head. “You know a lot more than that. Where, Cáel? You’re right, Ryan is wounded and bleeding and he wants to hide from us both. Where would he go where he thinks neither of us would consider trying to find him?”

The answer was so obvious when she phrased it that way. “Ireland,” Cáel said. “But not the little village where he came from, because he told me about it. Somewhere else meaningful to him, that he thinks we don’t know.” He recalled the dates and facts of Ryan’s history. “Cathair Saidhbhín,” he said, remembering.

“Where is that?”

“It’s on the coast in County Kerry.” Cáel hesitated. “Ryan’s wife died there,” he added.

Nayara’s eyes widened. “His human wife,” she breathed.

Cáel nodded. “They had a cottage on the cove. The Normans...” He hesitated. “Ryan hasn’t even told me this story, Nia. He very carefully set the rules of the book so that he wouldn’t have to.”

“But you know, anyway,” she said, her voice distant. Cáel could see that she was already thinking far ahead of their conversation. The stupor her shock had thrown her into had worn off. Her eyes were glittering with the drive of her personality now. She pinned Cáel with her direct gaze. “When?” she demanded.

“He wouldn’t risk going back to the same year,” Cáel pointed out. “He wouldn’t risk meeting himself, or her, and potentially starting a time wave. But he wouldn’t risk jumping too far forward or earlier than the time he knows, either. Not without preparation, the way he leapt away just then. He would risk running into political problems, wars, Norman reprisals, invading armies, even his own people battling among themselves, if he moves too far outside his known date range.”

“And when was he there? I can avoid those years.”

Cáel gave her the single year. “They were barely wed,” he told her.

Nayara nodded stiffly. “I’ll bear that in mind,” she said, moving around to her side of the big desk.

Cáel shoved his hands in his pockets and curled them into fists. “So...you’re going to jump there blind?”

“I’m not that reckless,” Nia replied. She pulled a pair of long knives out of the drawer. They were sheathed in slender cases and she tucked them into her boots. Then she pulled out a leather drawstring purse that looked battered and ancient. It jingled as she tied the strings around her waist. Gold, unminted coins that would serve as ready money no matter what era she landed in, Cáel suspected. “Ophelia was born in Kerry. I’m going to read her mind.” She turned to pluck a dark cloak from the hook where it hung behind her desk and threw it around her shoulders and tied the strings. It was an incredibly makeshift wardrobe, but it was surprisingly versatile. It would get her through most periods of history as long as she didn’t try to pass herself off as either too rich or too educated.

“You can’t read Ophelia’s mind unless she’s in human form,” Cáel pointed out.

“And she is, right now. She’s back in France again.” Nia’s mouth lifted in a tiny smile. “Her favourite era.”

“How are you going to get back there?”

“I know that marker. We all do.” Nia wrinkled her nose. “So many clients want to drool over Josephine.”

“I imagine that was what you thought I wanted, when I picked that tour, last year,” Cáel replied.

“At first. I know now that you were probably watching us more than the French court.” Nia came around the desk to face him. “Your game was very long term, wasn’t it?”

Cáel gave a small shrug. “High stakes deserve long range thinking.”

Nia nodded. “I’ve learned that from you,” she said. She fell forward, toward him, her arms slapping around his waist, pushing him back, tumbling him off his feet. “Surprise,” she whispered breathlessly as they fell.

* * * * *
 

Cairo, Egypt. 2263 A.D.

Demyan was not prepared for the sorrow and regret that left him almost immobile, after it was done. In all the years he had lived, he had been able to preserve most of his human morals, except for when the symbiot took control. The conditional standard allowed him to live with the facts of his vampire life. 

Now he had crossed that line.

Pritti crept into his arms, settling in his lap and wrapping her arms around him. He could feel her gratitude and her grieving mix together. It helped. Just a little.

For a long time they stayed that way, while the fire burned lower, then died altogether. Finally, as morning arrived, Pritti looked up at him with a direct, steady gaze that held no animosity, no fear, no hatred.

“You’re a kind man.”

It was a simple enough statement, but it touched him deeply. 

That was when he noticed the tic in the corner of her eye again and with the impact of a thunderclap, he put together the last piece of the puzzle. All the evidence of late: The limp he’d noticed, her absent-mindedness. The fact that she rarely teleported anywhere, or even spun on the spot. She’d been hiding it all along. He touched her eye. “No...not you. Not yet,” he said despairingly.

“Yes, me,” she said softly. “And soon.”

There was nothing more to say after that. So he held her, instead.






  










 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

Justin stood up and stretched, then bent backwards, making his spine pop and snap. He finished by tilting his head to either side, stretching his neck, then sighed.

Demyan, Rob, Christian and Brenden all watched him in silence. Rob looked baffled and slightly amused.

“You make that look utterly real,” Rob observed. “I even feel tired just watching you do it.”

Justin grinned. “I spend nearly all my time with humans, mate. It pays to blend in. It’s the little things that make all the difference.”

“None of us are human here, boy,” Brenden growled. “So are you just showing off?”

Justin shrugged. “It’s habit now. After I’ve been sitting still for a long time, I stretch like I’m ironing out all the kinks. Humans do it all the time. So I do it. I don’t even think about it anymore.”

Christian smiled, enjoying Rob’s amazement. 

Rob sat back, crossing his arms. “You study them a lot, then. Humans, I mean.”

“Enough to pass as one. I’m not planning on travelling anytime soon.”

Christian could see the natural ‘why not?’ form on Rob’s lips, but he held it back. It would be too probing a question, stepping over the line of polite conversation.

Justin cracked his knuckles. This time he grinned. He was doing it deliberately. “I’m taking a break, boss,” he told Brenden. “I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

Brenden scowled even harder. “If you must,” he said curtly.

Justin patted Brenden’s shoulder as he passed his desk and hurried out of Security, stepping through the doors before they had fully opened.

“What’s his hurry?” Demyan asked.

Brenden growled under his breath.

“What?” Rob asked.

“I said,” Brenden replied heavily, “better to ask ‘who’s his hurry for?’”

Demyan scowled.

Christian was startled. “Justin? With someone here at the agency? He’s actually seeing a non-human?”

Brenden sighed. “Well, she’ll be non-human soon enough, I suppose.”

Rob’s lips parted in surprise. “Dionne Rinaldi? Out of all the vampires she could have picked, designer-clad not-a-hair-out-of-place Rinaldi chose uncouth, outback raised Justin Kelly?”

Brenden poked at his keyboard with his two thick forefingers, his scowl even darker. “Don’t think there was a lot of choosing in it. I spent hours dealing with complaints about noise from the quarters all around hers. She weren’t being too picky, the way I hear it...and everyone else heard it in the aft starboard far quarters.” He stabbed at the keyboard again, more viciously this time.

They all stared at him, absorbing this little tidbit in amazed silence for a bit.

“That old dog,” Demyan said at last. “He didn’t say a damned word. Not even a twinkle in his eye.” He stood up and glanced at Brenden. “I’m...I’ll be back in my quarters for a while, if you need me.” He moved out from behind the station he had been using, nodded at Rob and Christian and strode out of Security.

Rob watched him leave, then turned and surveyed the whole Security area. “No Pritti,” he muttered.

“She might be sleeping,” Christian pointed out. “Why do you mention that?” He appreciated Rob’s intuitive ability to marry up odd facts and arrive at unexpected, yet correct, extrapolations.

Rob shook his head. “Are Pritti and Demyan...?” He trailed off delicately.

Brenden scowled. “How would I know and why would the gods care?” he said and continued reading displays.

Christian considered the question, thrusting aside any distaste or surprise. “It’s possible,” he said judiciously. “But why would either of them seek such misery?”

“What do you mean?” Rob seemed almost shocked.

“Pairings between vampire and psi are doomed. Demyan is essentially immortal. And Pritti’s short, hot life is nearing its end. Any relationship they develop can only be guaranteed to end hard and quickly.”

“You could say the same thing about vampire and human,” Rob pointed out. “Justin and Dionne...?”

“Yes, but unlike psi , humans can be made vampire, if they chose that path. Psi can’t be made. Their blood rejects the symbiot and their raging metabolism fights the symbiot’s control. To try to make a psi vampire brings only a swifter, more painful death to them.” Christian sighed. “We learned this two centuries ago and the experience is still vivid. No vampire would attempt it again.”

Rob looked down the passage where Demyan had disappeared, a frown marring his forehead. “If they were desperate enough, they might. Love drives men to extraordinary deeds.”

Christian rested his hand on Rob’s forearm. “I know,” he said. In his memory, still perfectly preserved, he could recall at will the precious moment when he had looked up from helping Tally and baby Jack out from the arrival chamber, to see Rob standing in the agency lounge. Waiting for them, as he had miraculously contrived to do for over nine hundred years since they had left him in the past.

Rob stirred and looked back at Christian. His smile warmed. “Let’s go home,” he said, his voice a note or two deeper. 

Christian stood up. “We’ll finish up here later,” he told Brenden. 

Brenden waved them away with an impatient flick of his hand. “Go hug your wife,” he growled, turning back to his station with a scowl. “And send Kieren back here. I could use his help since everyone else is buggering off. It’s not like you’ll want him in the room with you for the next while or so.” And he laughed loudly at his own weak joke.

But there was only Christian and Rob left in the room and they just rolled their eyes.

* * * * *
 

Cathair Saidhbhín, County Kerry, Ireland. 1195 A.D. 

There had been rumours of strangers in the area, a few weeks before, so when the two figures appeared on the cliffhead above the beach and he didn’t recognize them immediately as locals, Ryan knew he’d been found.

He came to a standstill on the beach, letting the wind whip the hair out of his eyes, watching them.

A man and a woman, both tall, the woman redheaded.

Nia.

His gut clenched, even as he admired their tenacity and ingenuity. It wouldn’t have been easy to find him, even with Cáel’s copious research to help.

There was a cry of a lonely gull overhead and the slow roll of the waves against the grey sand of the beach, but other than the three of them, the beach was utterly deserted. All the fishermen had pulled up their boats just before noon, their day’s fishing done. Their nets were spread over the upturned hulls, drying in the weak sun and wind. 

The beach curved in a long crescent for two miles and the only sign, other than the boats, that humans knew it existed was the path Cáel was carefully picking his way along down the cliff and far off on the promontory, a tiny puff of smoke from a cottage that couldn’t be seen from here, because it was tucked away behind protective trees and bushes.

There was a stew warming on the fire in that cottage, but Ryan had a feeling he wouldn’t be eating it any time soon.

Nia stood for a moment longer on the cliff top, then she disappeared. 

Then appeared next to his side.

“And you didn’t bring Cáel with you? That’s ungentlemanly of you,” Ryan told her.

She was wearing a travel-stained cloak and under it, petticoats and a skirt that looked like something she might have bought at one of the stalls in Killarney on market day. A money pouch hung from her waist and Ryan had no doubt her twin long knives were tucked into her boots. Her shirt was the top half of the green velvet dress Ryan had last seen her wearing on the station, but it showed signs of wear, stains and rips.

Her hair was loose, tangled and a glowing rippling red. Her lips were free of makeup and were naturally red. Ryan thought she looked glorious. His heart ached at the sight of her.

“Cáel wanted me to come ahead. To talk to you alone, first.”

“Ah. So he wants his pound of flesh, too.”

Nayara rolled her eyes.

“You look like you’ve been travelling hard, Nayara. How long did it take to find me?”

“Two weeks, subjectively. We’ve ranged up and down a couple of hundred years, looking for hints of you and we’ve been closing in on you the last day or so. You may have heard about us. We were open about asking after you.”

“I heard,” Ryan confirmed. 

“How long have you been sulking here, Ryan?” she asked, a hand dropping to her hip. Attack mode.

Sulking? An interesting choice of words. He pulled his cloak in tighter around him as protection against the chill wind. “Not long. A week. But I’m known here. I’m local.”

“I know. Your wife came from here.”

Ryan didn’t think he could be any more surprised than he was right then. “You know about Siobhan?” he asked. Then he realized. “Cáel. Of course, he would have found out about her eventually, I suppose. I am the only one left alive who remembers her—who knows about her. I don’t know who told him.”

“You were human, Ryan. You married in a human ceremony. There are records for these times. Church records, records of state. Lyle Bean found them because he’s a good researcher. Not because he found someone who knew.”

“Ah.” Ryan grimaced. “I had forgotten about that.” He glanced toward the cliff. Cáel was either injured or he was deliberately taking his time traversing the path. Either way, he was giving Ryan the time he needed to adjust to this.

He looked at Nia. “I wasn’t hiding Siobhan from you.” 

“I know.”

“You do?” he asked, surprised again.

“She’s been with you all along, your entire life. The medallion was hers, wasn’t it, Ryan? The Celtic tree of life you gave Salathiel—she gave it to you, first.”

Ryan glanced down at the base of her neck, where the medallion now rested. His throat constricted. It took him a moment to gather the courage to speak. “It was her wedding gift to me,” he said. “She’d heard about the myth of the tree of life, how it meant immortality. Life springing up endlessly. It appealed to her. So she had the medallion made for me. Our marriage was six weeks old when the Normans rode through the village on a scouting tour. One of them took a fancy to Siobhan, but she would have none of him. So he killed her for her defiance...and me, because I tried to stop him.”

Nayara touched his shoulder. It was a diffident, shy touch. “The one that had told her about the tree, about immortality. He was a vampire?”

“So I discovered when I woke and found myself one. For Siobhan, it was too late. But he grieved over her loss and saved me to compensate.”

Tears were sparkling in Nia’s eyes. “Did you grieve, Ryan?”

“I did for a long time,” he admitted. “But then I met you and I didn’t need to anymore.”

“And now you’re just being a stubborn, idiotic son of a bitch,” she added.

The switch took him by surprise. Again. 

Nayara pulled her hair out of her face and twisted it out of the way of the sharp fingers of the wind. “You heard me, Ryan. You’re a moron.”

“I’m the moron?” he asked. “You’re the one that was fucking him in the middle of your office. It didn’t occur to you that I wouldn’t walk in at some point? Or were you hoping I would?”

But Nayara didn’t quail or collapse back down into herself as she might once have. She put her hands on her hips. Anger glittered in her eyes. “Why shouldn’t I fuck him in my office?” she demanded. 

Ryan drew in a breath to answer and couldn’t find one—not an answer that he could speak aloud. He shook his head. “That’s not the point—”

“Yes it is the point!” she screamed. At the sound of her voice, seagulls that had settled around them, hoping for scraps of food, took off with raucous cries, lifting up into the wind.

Ryan even took a step back.

And Nayara stepped towards him. There was no mistaking the anger in her eyes now. “Answer the goddam question, Ryan. Why shouldn’t I fuck Cáel in my office? Or anywhere I damn well want to?”

Cáel was striding across the beach now. He wore a cape with a hood and a richly embroidered long tunic over soft hide boots. There was a good belt with a brass buckle pulling the tunic in around his waist and an eating knife in a good sheath hanging from the belt. It made him look rich and foreign, which explained away his features, which were exotic for here and now.

“Ryan!” Nayara snapped impatiently.

Ryan looked back at her and realized he was putting off answering her. He’d rather face Cáel than deal with Nayara.

His heart was racing, like he had run the length of the beach.

Nayara tilted her head. “Why can’t I fuck Cáel?” she repeated, her voice dangerously low.

Cáel reached them. Despite the challenging climb down the cliffside and the long walk over the beach, he seemed barely taxed. He looked at Ryan, his gaze running from head to foot.

Ryan swung his fist at Cáel’s face, telegraphing the punch and fully expecting Cáel to get his hand up to block it like he had in New Orleans. And for a sucker punch like that, Cáel would be fully justified in swinging right back.

But Cáel just stood there and Ryan’s fist landed heavily against his cheek, throwing Cáel’s head around with a hard smacking sound that made even Ryan wince.

Cáel bent over and spat blood into the still damp sand, then ran his tongue around his teeth, inspecting them. He straightened and pressed his fingers against his cheekbone experimentally and looked at Ryan. “Feel better?” he asked.

Ryan stared at him. “Do you?”

“I did deserve that,” Cáel agreed. “But not for the reason you think.”

Ryan glanced at Nayara, hoping she would look as puzzled as he felt. 

She was smiling.

Ryan shook his head. “You’re both utterly nuts,” he declared.

“I feel saner than I have in a long time,” Nayara told him. “And you’re still dodging my question.”

Ryan curled his hands into fists, rolled his head back to look up into the iron grey sky hanging low overhead and screamed “Fuck!” at the top of his lungs.

Nayara shook her head. “Not an answer.”

“Keep this up and I’ll jump away again,” he warned.

“We’ll just track you down again,” Cáel told him. “Nayara deserves an answer.”

“Why?” Ryan demanded, his anger leaping higher. 

“Six hundred years together isn’t enough justification?” Cáel asked reasonably.

“Why are you even here?” Ryan asked him.

“I wasn’t expecting to be,” Cáel replied calmly. “I pushed Nia into coming. She pulled me into the jump. As to why, you’ll have to check with her.” He smiled a little. “I have a feeling the price for her answer will be answering her question first.”

“Yes, it is,” Nayara agreed coolly.

Ryan wrapped the cloak even more tightly around him and shivered. “You’re working together against me.”

“You don’t pout well, Ryan,” Nia chided. She tilted her head enquiringly again and...just waited.

Cáel had wrapped his cloak around him against the wind and was watching Ryan, too.

Ryan realized that both of them were quite serious. They had tracked him down, taking weeks to do it and were going to make him talk even if they stood here and nagged until the tide came back in again.

“Can’t we at least go inside and talk about this?” Ryan asked. “This wind has a bite to it.”

“No,” Nia replied.

“And have you put this off another hour?” Cáel added. “Time’s up, Ryan. You can’t duck this anymore. Answer the question. Then, maybe, we’ll think about moving.”

Ryan shuddered and he knew it was from more than just cold. And the trembling didn’t end once the ripple had passed through him. It settled deep into his bones. He began to shake with it. His heart was hurting.

Nia laced her fingers together. It was an angelic pose, for a woman who had by-passed innocence long before Ryan was born. “Now, Ryan,” she said softly. “Explain why you object to Cáel being in my bed?”

He couldn’t seem to get control of his breathing. He was almost panting.

“Ryan?” Nia asked softly. 

Her eyes, her beautiful eyes, were not letting him go.

Ryan squeezed his eyes shut, snatched a shallow breath and the shreds of his courage and jumped. “You’re mine,” he gasped. There. He’d got it out. But that wasn’t all of it. The pain was exploding in his chest. “So is he,” Ryan exhaled. “Oh, god.” He sank to his knees, thrusting his hand out for balance as the truth seemed to rise up and overwhelm him. “I love you,” he said and his voice was hoarse with the thick congestion of emotions in his chest. “Both of you.” He hung his head. “I can’t stand the idea of losing you, but I already have and I don’t know why.”

Hands were on his shoulders, lifting him up. He didn’t know whose. There was too much actual physical pain choking his throat and ramming against his chest for him to look.

Hands on his face, lifting it. “You said it,” Cáel murmured.

“You’ve seen it,” Nia whispered, her voice close by, too.

Ryan managed to open his eyes. He was mortified to feel them fill with tears, blurring his sight. Cáel was kneeling on the sand in front of him and Nia crouched beside him. 

They blocked the wind. It was a small thing, but it seemed terribly significant to him.

Cáel was the one cradling his face. His big thumb wiped under Ryan’s eyes, removing the offensive tears. “That’s all you needed to do, Ryan. Just acknowledge it.”

Ryan took three shuddering breaths to be able to speak again. “Sadists.” 

Nia touched Cáel’s shoulder. “Hold him, Cáel.”

He looked puzzled, even as he reached forward to wrap his arm around Ryan’s shoulders. 

But Ryan suspected. “Nia, no,” he said, as she put her arms around Cáel’s neck and his. She pushed them sideways, leaning forward herself, making them fall from their knees toward the sand. It wasn’t a long drop, but Nia didn’t need much. She was that good.

* * * * *
 

Near Adoáin, Navarra, Spain. 2262 A.D. 

Strong sunlight bathed them. There was no wind.

Nayara furled back her coat and lifted her face to the sun. The scents lifting up from the trees and bushes were achingly familiar.

“Where are we?” Ryan demanded, standing up.

“You can’t tell?” Cáel asked dryly. “Look at her.”

Nayara opened her eyes. “We’re home,” she told them.

“Told you,” Cáel said, looking at Ryan.

Ryan glanced at him, scowling. 

Nayara looked around. The open hillside was lonely and deserted as always.

“Hell of a view,” Cáel remarked. “Is this north or south we’re looking at, Nia?”

“South,” she said.

“Spain, then?”

She nodded. “We’re in Spain.”

Ryan made a small sound. "That home. Basque country. What year?”

“Twenty-two sixty-two,” Nia said.

“Far enough back to keep us human,” Ryan murmured. “I’m surprised you can’t see signs of human occupation anywhere from here.”

“It’s too stony and dry. Barely anything grows here, even with forced rain.” She turned and headed for the track that led to the house. “Come and get warm. I’m sure you’re hungry, too.”






  










 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 

As always, when she first saw the big rambling house when she topped the rise, Nayara’s heart squeezed a little with pride and the ache of homecoming. It was one of the reasons she always jumped to the hillside, rather than make her arrival a room inside the house.

She had designed the homestead on ancient Celtic homes found in the area, for Basques originated from wandering tribes of Celts and their homebuilding had been efficient. They had always taken advantage of local materials and built to protect against local weather patterns.

Nayara had also stolen freely from the best of the Spanish and Roman designs. She had ended up with a farmhouse—for hers was a working farm—that was cool in summer, warm in winter, while using less energy to make it so. It had a natural beauty about it that made it a wonderful retreat when life had simply become unbearable.

Nayara had been retreating here for two hundred years.

The building was covered in vines, with terracotta tiles on the roof, ironwork grills in the windows and olive trees shading the roof.

Goats cropped at the lawn surrounding the house, while a stable boy kept an eye on them, discouraging them from munching on the rest of the garden.

Her heart swelled with peace and contentment. This time the feeling was nearly overwhelming, because of the two men standing on either side of her.

Ryan glanced at her. “It looks wonderful,” he said. “But why didn’t you ever tell me about this place? I know about all the others. Even that beach shack of yours in Australia that you think you hid from me.”

“I let you think I was hiding the beach shack so you wouldn’t go looking for this one,” Nayara told him.

Cáel chuckled, as Ryan tried to look indignant and failed. 

“I wanted to tell you,” Nayara admitted. “After Salathiel, I kept waiting for things to get better between us. For everything to go back to normal. But it didn’t. You kept drifting further and further away and the nice warm moment when I could tell you about me and where I really came from and the farm I had just set up in the hills back there...well, that moment never came.” 

Ryan looked down at his feet. “You seemed to want it that way. I thought you wanted it that way.”

“You might have asked,” she chided him.

“You might have said something,” Ryan returned. “You had no trouble directing how matters would be between us when Salathiel was alive.”

Nayara blinked as something cuffed her lightly on the back of the head. She glanced over her shoulder. Ryan did, too. Cáel stood behind them. “Enough,” he said. “What’s done is done. You both shied from each other. Salathiel was too strong a ghost. Acknowledge it and move on, or he’ll linger and keep tearing at you. Personally, I’d like to kick him where it hurts, but I’ll never get the privilege. Nia, the goat boy has spotted you and he’s looking very excited to see you. We’d better go down, hadn’t we?”

Nayara turned back to look. Hanish was waving hard, his whole body swaying with the movement of his arm. She could see his big grin from here.

Yes, this had been the right place to bring them. 

They climbed down the gently sloping hill to the bottom where the house was tucked up against the south side of the small valley. Hanish didn’t desert his post, but he was jumping up and down on the spot by the time they reached him and he had called others from the house and the working sheds to come and greet them. Nayara introduced Cáel and Ryan by their real names to the head stockman and her housekeeper, Ederne, before turning to the woman with a pleading look. “Please tell me you have some paella ready?”

Ederne grinned, showing missing teeth and nodded. “Always, always,” she said, in heavily accented common tongue. “You should have told us you were coming, Missy,” she added in her own dialect.

“I understood part of that,” Ryan said, sounding surprised. “She’s not happy you arrived without notice.”

“Ederne is always unhappy about my abrupt arrivals, but I haven’t yet figured out how to leave advanced warning.” Nayara pushed the front door open. “Welcome home.”

* * * * *
 

None of the staff working silently around Nia seemed surprised by their strange costumes, or by her sudden appearance with two men in tow. They calmly served the three of them one of the best servings of paella that Cáel had even tasted, made as it was with freshwater fish and shellfish and the most tender lamb he’d ever tasted, along with the lightest touch of spices. Served piping hot, along with freshly baked crusty rolls and a very good white wine, that was as cold as the paella was hot, it was one of the best meals Cáel had eaten in a while.

He pushed his plate aside and sat back to watch the always fascinating process of Ryan and Nayara eating. It was still new to him to see them indulge in this mundane human practice. Clearly, it was a novelty for them, too, for they took far longer over their meal than he did, savouring each mouthful of food and wine and lingering over the taste. They spoke very little, their minds and attention on the meal.

Cáel looked around the room. It wasn’t a room in the normal sense. To begin with, it was round. There were other rooms leading from it, but this room was the centre of the house and it served as a multi-purpose room for a variety of functions; eating, gathering, entertainment. 

In the middle of the room was a stone pit that held a large fire. The stonework was good masonry work and there was a ledge on the top of it wide enough for sitting or resting objects on. Cushions scattered along the ledge and some low piles of reading boards said the ledge was used for both.

There was a fire crackling in the pit now, even though the day was not that cold—not for the upper northern mountains of Spain. The roof above the pit was open to the sky, although it could be closed over if necessary.

The long table the three of them sat at had been pulled up near the fire, but not close enough to roast them. The table had been hewn from local wood and hand crafted and was the most solid looking thing in the room apart from the fire pit. The chairs they sat on matched. The chairs were softened with cushions on the seat, but they wore the satiny gleam that came from generations of hands and bodies wearing them smooth and polishing them from constant use.

“I can see why you love this place,” Cáel told Nayara. 

She smiled at him and sipped her wine, then put the glass down. “This? This is just a small part of it.” She stood and stretched, her lithe figure extending. She had tossed her cloak onto one of the vacant chairs in order to eat, so now she wore the skirt and what was left of her green velvet gown, which clung in all the right places. It didn’t help Cáel’s equanimity to know that she was naked beneath both. He found himself watching how the velvet moulded itself around her breasts, his breath pausing.

Then he noticed that Ryan was watching her, too, his fork in mid-air. His jaw flexed and tightened.

Then Nia lifted first one boot, then the other, up onto the seat of her chair and pulled out the long knives she had kept sheathed there for the last two weeks. Cáel had seen her pull the knives at least once.

Nia laid them on the table next to her empty bowl.

Ryan put his fork down.

“Come and see,” she said, glancing at them both.

She led them through one of the double doors. The doors, Cáel noted, were ancient, solid oak, with reinforced steel behind it. They had very modern locks on it and old fashioned bars. This was a bulkhead door, designed to be a shield in times of trouble. There was more to the design of this house than mere aesthetics.

But for now, the doors lay open on either side of the walls.

On the other side was a private oasis.

Ryan halted, ten paces in, looking around.

Cáel found himself pausing quite naturally next to him. The room...the area...seemed to deserve it.

The roof soared a good twenty feet, held up by a small series of pillars that glowed with the soft milky gleam of marble. Various sections were separated by lattice screens or swathes of rich tapestry or embroidered chiffon or satin. 

From behind one of the screens, water bubbled, indicating a pool or bath. And at the far end of the room, raised upon a tier reached by three shallow, broad steps and hidden behind a curtain of gauzy chiffon, was an enormous bed under a canopy of golden cloth.

“Christ, you’ve rebuilt Constantinople,” Ryan said.

Nayara walked back to them. “I didn’t rebuild it, exactly. I improved it.” Her smile was impish. “Plumbing, for instance. And I got rid of the servants and slaves.” Her face shadows over, then cleared. “There was a bonus I discovered when I picked this valley, too.” She beckoned with her hand and they followed her around the lattice screen she had first disappeared around. 

It was a sunken spa bath, big enough for eight people and the water was bubbling with a soft chuckling sound. Cáel sniffed. “Do I smell sulphur?”

“Not exactly,” Nia told him. “It’s natural mineral salts. I discovered the hot water spring when I built the house and I diverted the water here. It’s filtered to remove the toxic stuff and the offensive gases and by the time the water hits this bath, it’s just the right temperature. One hundred degrees.” She reached for the button on her skirt. “After two weeks on the road and the last few hours, I know I need to relax. Join me if you want.” 

Nayara couldn’t use vampire speed in her human form, but she managed to remove her clothing faster than Cáel could have thought possible. She dropped her boots onto the pile with a little moue of distaste, finally naked, while Cáel stood motionless, more than willing to simply stand and watch her.

Nayara raised her brow. “You’re very slow at catching on, aren’t you?”

Cáel cleared his throat. “I can’t speak for him, Nia. But my brain function is somewhat impaired right now.”

Her smile was slow and wicked and did interesting things to his crotch. “Put it this way, then,” she said. “First one in, I kiss. All over.”

Ryan made a soft sound, deep in his throat. He sounded stressed. But he began to undress as Nia elegantly lowered herself into the bath and leaned back against the edge.

Cáel made a show of pulling his clothes off as if he was in a hurrying, but he managed to fumble things well enough so that Ryan stepped into the bath a few seconds before he did. He found his corner and sat on the ledge there. The heat worked its way into his bones and he realized how good it felt. It had been at least two weeks since he had showered or had the chance to take advantage of modern plumbing. Nayara had been forced to teach him the ancient way to shave with a knife blade, or he would have haired up like a barbarian. Not one of his favourite looks. His travelling skills were quickly amassing.

Nayara picked up a fluted, coloured glass bottle sitting next to the bath. “Salt water soap,” she explained, as she unstopped the bottled and poured some of the contents into her hand. She pushed through the water toward Ryan. “You look like you haven’t been personally acquainted with soap for the entire week you were in Ireland.”

“It’s a very small cottage,” Ryan objected. “And the sea is right there.”

Nayara rubbed her hands together, lathering the soap into a double fistful of thick foam, which she smeared all over Ryan’s upper chest and shoulders, all of him that was above the rippling water. She reached over his shoulders, down behind to his back, then up to circle his neck.

Ryan’s gaze never left her face. Cáel could see his concentration narrow down to Nia’s hands, the movement of her body in the water and his growing arousal.

The tension in the pool was building.

Nia’s washing movements gentled and turned to stroking, her fingers sliding down the length of Ryan’s neck, then along the breadth of his shoulders. She finally looked him in the eye.

Cáel held his breath. 

Nayara pushed forward through the water the few inches more she needed to reach Ryan’s lips with her own. She pressed them up against his mouth, gripping his shoulders with her slippery hands to anchor herself.

Ryan finally moved. His arm came around her back, holding her against him and the other hand plunged into her pinned up hair, holding her head steady as he took hold of the kiss and plundered her mouth with a long-damned hunger that he expressed with a deep groan. 

Cáel’s body throbbed with the passion of the moment. He had no intention of leaving, or giving them privacy, or anything other than soaking up every second of this. He wasn’t going anywhere.

Ryan broke the kiss, finally, breathing hard and brushed his thumb over Nayara’s cheekbones. “Shh,” he said. “Tears are for sadness.”

“They’re for happiness, too,” she said. She turned and looked at Cáel and held out her hand to him. “Cáel.”

He moved closer to them reluctantly. “You should have your time,” he said. “You’ve waited two—”

Ryan grabbed his arm, yanked him closer and kissed him, stealing the rest of what he was going to say. 

It was a rough, fast kiss. It wasn’t intended to be kind, sweet or seductive. It was meant purely to shut him up in a way that sealed the argument. But it had been weeks since Cáel had been kissed by him and he hadn’t realized until now how much he had missed it. His stomach clenched and his body tightened, including his balls and his cock.

Cáel groaned and found himself reaching for him quite without meaning to.

Ryan pulled away. But not far away. He rested his hand on Cáel’s shoulder, heavy and hot. “Nia and I have had our time, Cáel. Six hundred years of it. We lost it, that time, but now we have it back again, thanks to you. You’re not going anywhere, mo
leannán. Not until we’ve left you limp and drained and as content as a well fed lion lying in the sun.”

Cáel swallowed. “If you insist,” he said, his voice just slightly hoarse and not simply because of Ryan’s promise.

Nia stroked her soapy hand over his shoulder. Her eyes were warm, even tender. “Kiss me, now, Cáel,” she said. 

That was easy enough to do. Except that Cáel was mortally aware of Ryan’s arm around her back and that Ryan was watching him steadily.

Cáel hesitated, swallowing.

“Isn’t this what you always intended, Cáel?” Ryan asked softly. 

Cáel was too tense to jump in surprise. He looked at Ryan. “Have my motives been that transparent? I’m slipping.”

Ryan smiled a little. “As a political strategist, you’re truly in a class of your own. Even I didn’t figure out what you were aiming for until just now at the supper table, when I put together all the small hints and clues you’ve let slip over the last few weeks...and there were damned few of those.” He glanced at Nayara. “I’m presuming you didn’t tell Nia, either, but when she guessed, you confirmed it. Sometime in the last two weeks, while you were searching for me, yes?”

“No,” Cáel said. “I haven’t confirmed it at all. I suspected she knew only because she shanghaied me into the jump to find you.” He looked at Nia. “Yes?”

Nayara’s smile was warm. “You were more eloquent with me, Cáel. It was easier to read between the lines. Men...” She rolled her eyes. “You should learn to talk about your feelings more. It solves a lot of problems.” She twisted herself around to press her lips against his. “And now you have us, Cáel. What do you intend to do with us?”

His heart began to gallop. Hard. “Then you haven’t guessed all of it,” he said. He wasn’t surprised by how uneven his voice was. He caught her lathered hand in his. “Now isn’t the time for that confession,” he said. “Not when I can barely think for looking at the pair of you in each other’s arms and imagining what I want to do with you both.”

Ryan grinned. “Listen to him. There’s a man who has been indulging in more than the odd fantasy or two, Nia.”

“Definitely,” Cáel agreed.

Nia look at Ryan. It was a glance loaded with meaning. Ryan’s grin widened. “Yes,” he said, his voice low. 

Nia moved through the warm water, sending a surge of it against Cáel’s chest. She reached for his lower legs and lifted. Because he was naturally buoyant in the water, she was able to lift him easily even with her diminished human strength.

Ryan’s hands slipped under Cáel’s shoulders and he was lifted out of the water and laid on the mat that ran the length of the pool, along the edge. Cáel felt the touch of the room’s ambient air as cold, but not for long, for Nia’s hands immediately smoothed their way over his chest, spreading soap. But she wasn’t just distributing the liquid. Her hands were stroking in long, leisurely sweeps across his flesh. Designed to stimulate.

Cáel drew in a steadying breath as he found himself looking into her liquid green eyes.

“Hello,” she murmured, the corners of her lips curving up into a smile for which he could find no words other than ‘wicked’ to use to describe it. Standing in the pool as she was, her head was only a few inches above his. She leaned down and Cáel thought he was about to be kissed, but the tip of her tongue swept over his lips, tracing the outline of them.

His pulse, his whole body, leapt as he realized that Nayara was playing with him. Seducing him.

When Ryan’s hands slipped across his lower abdomen, spreading more of the soap, Cáel’s hips lifted and he sucked in a sharp breath in surprise. Nia had very neatly distracted him. 

It wasn’t Nia who was seducing him. It was both of them.

Ryan’s hand were circling over his abs, tripping over the sensitive skin of his hips, sweeping down his thighs and pushing between them, easing his legs further apart with each gliding sweep of his fingers. 

Ryan and he had only been together a handful of times, but Ryan had quickly learned all Cáel’s most sensitive trigger points and weaknesses and he didn’t spare him now.

Nia’s hands rode the dents and caps of his shoulders and chest and her tongue teased and tasted his jaw and mouth and throat.

Cáel tried to keep track of what each individual hand and Nia’s mouth was doing, but it was impossible. Sensory overload. He couldn’t process all the sensations separately. Even his feet and toes were not spared and Cáel learned that his inner ankle was a personal erogenous spot that could leave him writhing, given the right attention.

Ryan gave it the right attention.

By the time the pair of them began to rinse him of the foaming remains of the soap, Cáel was breathless and hovering on the edge of a powerful climax. All he needed was just a small amount of direct stimulation. It felt like his whole body was clenched, on a hair trigger. But Ryan had carefully avoided his genitals and Cáel’s cock stood quivering against his stomach, dark with blood and throbbing with the beat of his thundering heart, silent evidence of his frantic state.

When the soap had all been removed, Ryan flopped back into the water and Nia rinsed her hands below the surface churning of the pool. Then she turned her back on him and climbed leisurely out of the pool, using the steps in the far corner. Water streamed from her naked body as she walked over to where a robe in the exquisite green colour that matched her eyes hung from a hook. 

Cáel sat up, moving carefully, trying to get his creaking mind to work faster, as he watched her, puzzled.

Nia put the robe on, her back to him and Ryan in the pool, then slowly walked away, heading for the other end of the big room. 

“What the hell?” Cáel breathed.

“Wait. Watch,” Ryan murmured and Cáel realized that he was leaning against the far edge of the pool, watching Nia walk away, too.

Cáel watched her again.

She looked over her shoulder, back at them. 

Cáel felt the impact down to his toes. Her eyes were no longer crystalline, wicked, or even simply lovely. 

They smouldered. There was more than promise there. There was heated need, an invitation. Yearning.

“There it is,” Ryan said and sighed.

Cáel groaned. He got to his feet. “And you’re going to just lie there?” he asked him.

“I’m giving you a head start,” Ryan told him. “I’ll still get to her before you.”

“Don’t bet on it, Celt,” Cáel replied. He strode after Nia, who was climbing the three steps up to the big platform area where the bed was located. The whole platform was divided off with the sheerest of curtains, which didn’t provide any privacy, but did mark off the platform as a very special inner sanctum. Cáel had read enough Greek and Roman history to recognize the symbolism. So he paused at the top of the three steps, just before the wall of chiffon. 

“May I?” he asked, indicating the curtains.

Nia nodded. 

He stepped through.

Nia stood by the bed, on a carpet that looked soft underfoot. The robe was clinging to her damp body, hiding nothing and emphasizing all that Cáel had come to appreciate about her. Her lean length, the full, upright breasts, the softly curving hips and her long legs, with the strongly muscled thighs.

“Gods, you’re so beautiful,” Cáel breathed. “You humble me, Nia.”

Nia smiled. “I hope not.” She took a few steps forward, so that she was pressed up against him. “I was beginning to like your arrogant confidence.”

He reached for and pulled the clip from her hair and let it drop free around her shoulders. “It was a temporary lapse,” he assured her, letting his fingers snarl in her luxurious soft red curls and locks. He tilted her face up to his. “Now, before that Celt gets here—”

“Too late,” Ryan murmured, from behind. 

Cáel felt the heat of him press up against his back and the warmth of his breath on the back of his neck. 

“Kiss her,” Ryan commanded, his hands settling around Cáel’s hips. 

His body, which had been so close to a heart-stopping climax only a few moments ago, had backed-off from that jaw-cracking tension. But now, with the pressure of Ryan’s body behind him and Nia snuggled up in his arms, Cáel felt the tension leap back almost to the same frantic level as before.

He let out a shaky breath, as his cock pulsed against his belly. “Careful...” he said, trying to warn them of his precarious state. He wanted to extend this moment as long as possible. 

But being so close to the culmination of so many fantasies and dreams was driving his pleasure too far, too fast. He was gulping his vintage like an alcoholic and wasting it, when he should be sipping and savouring every single mouthful.

 He kissed Nia, not trying to direct the kiss in any way. Nia tasted a little bit like honey and...something sweet he couldn’t pin down. And her scent curled around his head like a spell meant to drive him mad. 

Cáel let himself enjoy the taste of her, the feel of her mouth and lips and the pleasure building from the kiss—and from Ryan’s hands on his body. Ryan seemed hotter against his back, possibly because he was naked and drier. Cáel noticed Ryan’s scent, too, simply because it was there when usually, it was absent. The scent triggered strong images of their time in New Orleans and that pushed Cáel’s excitement another notch or two higher.

Ryan’s cock nestling between his ass cheeks, while Nia’s breasts pushed against his chest, was almost more than Cáel could bear. He lifted his mouth from Nia’s with a groan and yanked at the belt of her robe. “Enough,” he declared. 

Nia’s lips parted in a soft sigh, as if she agreed with him and that drove his need even higher. She helped Cáel remove the damp robe, peeling it from her flesh. When she dropped it to the floor, Cáel pulled her up against him again and immediately dropped his head so his lips could taste her breasts.

Ryan was steadying them both. “The bed,” he murmured.

Cáel agreed. He already had his arms around Nia, so he simply lifted her and carried her the few short paces to the bed. Ryan was already there, waiting. He helped lay her close to the middle of the enormous spread.

Cáel found himself on one side of Nia, Ryan on the other. By mutual, silent consent they both began to lick and kiss their way from her ear to her thigh, taking their time. Long before they reached their goal, Nia was thrashing on the bed, her hands kneading their shoulders, as she moaned her need.

Her broken, husky voice asking them to fuck her, using raw words and descriptions and her body writhing beneath his mouth and fingers, was enough to keep Cáel’s climax simmering.

He kissed the top of her cleft, letting his tongue edge into the delicate valley, making her gasp sharply.

“Cáel, please, please. Fuck me,” Nia begged.

Ryan moved away. “You heard the lady,” he said.

Cáel wanted to hesitate, but he knew there had been far too much worrying, hesitating and second guessing. Centuries of it. And his body was driving him now. His need. He let out a deep exhalation. “Whatever the lady wants,” he told them both.

He settled over Nia, his pulse zooming impossibly higher as her thigh curled over the back of his hip. Her eyes seemed greener, depthless, as she stared into his, her lips parted as her breath escaped in little pants. 

Cáel tried to ease his cock into her, to enjoy the moment of taking. But he’d barely began when he felt Ryan’s hands on his ass, probing gently between the cheeks and the surprise—and the thrill of pleasure—made him both gasp and drive his hips forward at the same time. He thrust into Nia hard and deep.

She gasped. Then she smiled. “mmm...” she murmured. “Good.”

Cáel held still. “You two...planned this,” he said, trying to speak evenly and failing. He needed two breathes just to get it out.

Nia’s smile broadened. “Keep still for a moment. I want to watch.”

Cáel tried to fight off closing his eyes as Ryan prepared him. His long fingers pressing inside him felt unbelievably good, with Nia watching. It added an element of eroticism that Cáel had not anticipated. 

Ryan gripped his hips and Cáel let himself breathe as Ryan worked his cock inside. The sensation was at once familiar and dear, but oddly novel now that Cáel was buried inside Nia at the same time. He curled his fingers into tight fists as he leaned over Nia, trying to control the silvery surge of pleasure. He was far to close to coming.

Nia was tightening up around his cock, in a series of squeezes and releases. She was aroused by this, too.

That made it infinitely better.

Cáel swallowed hard, working to stay on top of the climax. Control it. Extend it. He shifted, but even the tiny movement of his cock inside Nia was almost overwhelming and he stifled the movement. 

Ryan’s lips pressed against the back of Cáel’s shoulder. “Heaven,” he murmured.

Cáel closed his eyes. He couldn’t agree more. “Someone should invent media clips that capture sensations and emotions. I want to preserve this moment. This one right now and here.”

“You mean this moment you’ve worked so hard to engineer?” Ryan asked.

Nia smiled.

Cáel shook his head. “Don’t make me laugh. I’ll lose what little control I’ve got left here.”

Nia’s smile turned instantly wicked, as her eyes narrowed. She looked up at Ryan and raised a brow. “I think Cáel has been controlling things far too long,” she said. “It’s about time he lost his mind.”

“Agreed,” Ryan replied

Before Cáel could voice more protest than a single, hoarse “Wait!” Ryan began the sort of deep, hard thrusting that Cáel liked the best, his balls slapping up against him. The motion pushed Cáel deeper inside Nia, making him hiss with overly-sensitive pleasure, for Nia’s pussy was clamping around him in continuous, hard milking waves.

Sweat broke out on his temples as Cáel realized that he was the meat in an erotic sandwich. Trembling wracked him, as the pleasure spiralled. He was helpless to do anything other than obey the demands of the rising lust overwhelming his body and mind. He found himself thrusting into Nia in hard counterstrokes to Ryan’s cock sliding into him.

Then someone—Ryan, he assumed—stroked his balls and squeezed the swollen sacs.

Cáel was tipped over into a thought-destroying, tendon-snapping climax, that made him cry out wordlessly, while everything, including his heartbeat, seemed to suspend in a liquid pool of exquisite pleasure, floating for an eon. 

He came to himself, still shaking and was thankful to find he hadn’t collapsed on top of Nia. She was breathing heavily beneath him and as he looked down at her, she touched his lips with her fingertips. Her hand reached past him, then and he knew she was reaching for Ryan, too.

Her eyes were shining with tears.

Contrary to what a woman’s tears would normally do to him, extraordinary peace washed over him. Cáel shifted his weight to one arm, then squeezed Ryan’s arm, which had curled around his chest once more. Then he leaned down and kissed Nia’s temple. 

“Thank you,” he told them. “If I ever have to give up control, I’m glad it’s for you two. I don’t think I could do it for anyone else.”

“We know, Cáel,” Nia said softly.

“We know,” Ryan finished.






  










 

Chapter Twenty-Six
 

Constantinople, 1453 A.D. (Fall of the city)

The sounds of a besieged city about to fall are utterly unique and Constantinople, after eight centuries of domination across Europe and western Asia, was about to topple with the mightiest of impacts. The sound was unforgettable. 

Ryan stared out the second floor window he stood at, peering out over the balcony at the citizens who were attempting to flee the city by the small number of secret gates and escape routes the Turks hadn’t shut down yet, carrying what wealth they could with them. Then there were the looters who were scavenging through what the citizens had left behind. Rioting and mayhem was rampant. Law and order had long since lost any sway over the city.

Fires had broken out, but Byzantines had long memories and fire stirred a deep chord of fear in all of them, after the three day Nika riots had all but obliterated the city from the map. Fire had burned most of the major buildings to the ground in those riots, including the city’s beloved St. Sophia cathedral. Any alarm sent up concerning fire these days, no matter how lawless the conditions, tended to rally people from near and far to quench the flames. The city had much better systems for fighting fire now, too.

So the few fires that had begun had not spread far.

But the night was filled with smoke, ash, dust and screams.

The city was dying, long before the Turks got to deal the mortal blow.

Ryan looked at his wrist watch, which he had been keeping hidden beneath the long sleeves of his cloak. “I can’t have forgotten all this,” he said. “But it has been a long while since I recalled it.”

“Who would want to voluntarily remember it?” Nayara asked, from behind him. 

Ryan turned back to face the room. It was quite dark, but there was enough light falling in through the two big windows that they could see the details without lighting a lamp. The crumbling remains of Salathiel’s maker lay disintegrating on the tiles.

“How long ago, do you judge?” Ryan asked her.

“A day. Not more.”

He looked out the window. “There are two Salathiels out there in the city. What happens if he tries to find himself?”

Nayara wiped the back of her wrist across her forehead. Her fingertips were covered in ash. “I don’t know, Ryan,” she said, her voice tired. “I don’t know how any of this works. I don’t even know how we got here. I just know we have to stop him from killing her and we were too late this day. We have to go back further.”

Ryan nodded. “Another... What do you call it? A jump?”

She shrugged. “Call it what you want. I don’t care.”

He moved around the ashes carefully. “If we go back too far, we stand the chance of overshooting...we’ll miss him.”

“Then we’ll just wait for him. He’ll turn up sooner or later, Ryan. We already know he does.” She pointed at the pile of ashes that had been Salathiel’s maker. “We have hard evidence that he does.”

“So when do we jump back to?” he said. “We need to pick a time.”

She shrugged. “Does it matter? Just pick something. A few days ago. We can wait.”

Ryan frowned. “I don’t think we should jump that wide,” he said slowly, thinking it through. “I don’t know how it works, either, but I don’t think it’s good to have two of both of us in the city for days, either. The chances of running into ourselves is way too high. We should time it more precisely.”

 Nayara wiped at her eyes. She left a small smear of ash across her cheek. Ryan didn’t bother pointing it out to her. He knew she was deeply upset by the maker’s passing. She needed to be distracted. And she needed to replace her mourning with another emotion. 

“We need to think like Salathiel,” Ryan told her. “We know him well enough. We should be able to figure out what he would have jumped to. Something that stuck in his memory.”

She put her hands on her hips, frowning, her bottom lip pushed out as she thought about it. She was wearing a simple shift dress that was a twenty-third century substitute for a fourteenth century bliaut, plus a cloak over the top. It brought memories flooding back every time Ryan looked at her, especially with her hair tied in two thick braids as it was. 

The answer slid into his mind just like that.

“The cart,” he said. “On the main road. Remember, Nia?”

In the last days of the siege, when it had become clear that the fall of the city was inevitable, Ryan, Salathiel and Nayara had let their household staff go—only if they had solid, workable plans for stealing from the city, which the three of them vetted and approved first and sometimes improved, by providing assistance in the form of money, goods, transport, weapons, or good advice. Ryan and Salathiel handed over every boat they possessed to groups small and large who could find a way over the walls.

In the last week before the walls fell, there were no servants left in the household and they were looking after themselves. Salathiel, as the only human, needed food, so the three of them walked to the main road in search of supplies. 

Constantinople’s main street, the Mese, had never been named, but despite the lack of a title, it was still a magnificent colonnaded thoroughfare, rich with marbled buildings behind the columns, a wide paved street that had seen dozens of triumphal processions. On any ordinary day the Mese was filled with a colourful cross section of Constantinople’s citizenry, lingering to exchange news, hurrying on official business, or meeting friends.

The markets had disappeared, but if there was food to be had, for barter or sale, then it would be found on the Mese.

They had walked to the main street in the cool of the early morning, which made it one of the busiest times of the day, normally. It was a sadly empty street they found, the paved road between the marching columns strewn with the left-behind belongings of people who had fled the city and couldn’t carry it all with them. Looters had picked over and taken everything of value. What was left behind lay in the early morning sun, a forlorn reminder of happier days, while on the other side of the wall, which lay only half a league away, was the murmur of the Turkish army, who waited for their explosive guns to arrive to destroy the city walls for them.

A few people were walking the streets and gathered in small knots to talk. Any transport they may have once used had long since been taken to escape the city.

So the sound of cartwheels and horses’ hooves clattering down a side road sounded loud in the unnaturally quiet street and everyone turned to look toward the intersection, then at each other, startled. 

The cart was travelling too fast. The driver’s cry to the horses to hurry and the crack of the whip even made some of those listening to the progress of the cart wince.

Much to fast for the cobbles and the turn to come.

Nayara grabbed Salathiel’s sleeve. “Move,” she said shortly, pulling him across the street.

“What?” he asked, stirring himself from staring in fascination toward the intersection where the cart would emerge.

“Ryan,” she snapped. “I can’t be seen moving him by myself.”

Ryan grabbed Salathiel’s arm and between them, they manhandled him across the street, to stand between the pillars on the other side. By then they had his attention. “What are you doing?” he demanded.

Ryan patted Salathiel’s shoulder. “We were right in the path the cart will take.”

Salathiel licked his lips. “Stop the cart,” he said. “You two have the strength. The speed. You could halt it before it hits the pillars.”

Startled, Ryan glanced at Nayara. Her eyes had widened, too. “We can’t, Lathe,” she said quietly. Gently. “Everyone will see us.”

The sound of the cart’s progress leapt. Amplified. It was nearly on them. It had nearly reached the intersection. The driver’s voice had taken on some alarm and now they could hear other voices. There were passengers on the cart. Women. Probably children.

“Save them,” Salathiel demanded. “You can do that, for heaven’s sake.”

Ryan’s gut clenched. “No, we can’t,” he replied.

“You have the power, for pity’s sake,” Salathiel said desperately, as the cart appeared. The horses were lathered, their eyes rolling, froth at their mouths. They had been driven too hard. They were obeying blindly now. They tried to take the turn as they felt the pull of the traces. But their hooves began to slip and skid on the detritus and dust that had settled on the cobbles of the street. They whinnied.

The passengers in the cart screamed and clutched at the cart and each other.

Nayara gave a low moan.

Salathiel reached for the pillar. “No,” he said, his voice hoarse. He looked at Ryan again. “Stop it,” he pleaded.

Nia clutched at Ryan’s arm, her fingers digging in.

“We cannot, Lathe,” Ryan told Salathiel sadly.

The horse on the far side of the turn lost its footing and slipped. It fell beneath the other and the cart wheel slammed into it from behind. The sound was awful and Ryan shut his eyes briefly, wishing he could shut down his hearing the same way. The cart was moving much too fast to halt so quickly. It flipped up, tossing the occupants and their belongings across the street. Some of the contents were brought to a halt by the pillars that lined the Mese opposite the corner of the road. 

So did some of the occupants—including the driver. He hit the middle pillar and slid to the base in a tired, crumpled heap and lay very still. Blood began to pool beneath him. He didn’t get up again.

It was a sight that would stay with Ryan forever.

“You could have saved him,” Salathiel told him bitterly, when he saw where Ryan was looking.

Ryan looked Salathiel in the eye. “We’ve spent years trying to explain to you the pain of moving through time as we do, Lathe. This is part of it. We don’t get to participate in life. We just get to observe it.”

Salathiel leaned back against the pillar he had been clutching. He was shaking. “How can you say that? You’re with me. You’re participating. You’re involved.”

“We’re just pretending to be human. We don’t get to have real lives. Not anymore.”

Salathiel straightened himself up. “How can you say that? You’re standing there. I can touch you.” He pointed with a shaking finger at the broken, overturned cart and the wounded, dying people that other Byzantines had hurried to help and were now struggling to ease their suffering.

The two horses had already been dealt with and lay in peaceful silence.

“You can see that, can’t you?” Salathiel demanded. “It makes you angry? It makes you sad?”

“Yes,” Ryan admitted heavily.

“You love me. You love Nia,” Salathiel said, his voice harsh with anger.

Ryan curled his hand into a tight fist, his glance falling to the Tree of Life medallion at Salathiel’s throat. “You know I do,” he answered. 

“Then how is that not being involved?” Salathiel shouted. He turned and stalked away, his shoulders stiff with fury, his short cloak snapping out behind him like a loose sail caught in a cross breeze. 

Nayara pulled Ryan away, then, toward the cart, over to the women and children they could still assist with small human services. A bandage here, a Christian prayer over a dying one there. After Salathiel’s diatribe, it made Ryan feel even worse.

And the memory of that day stayed with him, bothering him, for centuries. He looked at Nayara while they stood over the ashes of Salathiel’s maker, recalling the day that was centuries in the past, but only two days ago from where they stood right now in time.

“The cart,” Nayara murmured, her hands gripping together. “Yes, Salathiel would remember that.”

Ryan caught her around the waist. “Ready?”

“No.” She drew in a deep breath. “But I don’t think I will ever be ready for this. Let’s go, Ryan.” She rested her hands lightly on his shoulders.

“One...two...three.”



The horses were still whinnying and screaming in pain. People were crying and screaming. Dust swirled up from the motion of the cart and horses.

People were running to help from all directions.

Ryan peered around the pillar that was right in front of him. Just ahead, he saw himself and Nia...and Salathiel. He felt a little sick at the sight. What would happen if they saw each other? Would it create another wave of sickness like the one that was destroying their current world?

He ducked back out of sight.

Nayara tugged on his arm. “Salathiel,” she said urgently and pointed across the accident, further down the colonnaded main street. Flitting from each long morning shadow to shadow, Salathiel was moving away from the accident while every other Byzantine was running to the scene. 

“Where’s he going?” Ryan asked wonderingly.

Nayara shut her eyes. “Let’s find out.”

And suddenly, she was not there.

Ryan let out a startled breath. He stared after Salathiel, wondering how he was supposed to worry about both Salathiel and Nayara now, when he saw her reappear, right in front of Salathiel.

Ryan smiled. Nayara had jumped locally. Why hadn’t he thought of using the psi talent this way?

But Salathiel veered around her, intent on avoiding her. He was leaning forward and Ryan realized he was going to jump, too. He wanted to cry out a warning to Nia, but he was too far away to help her.

Why aren’t you jumping there yourself, fool? he asked himself. He saw Nayara reach out her hand and snag Salathiel’s wrist. It was a fleeting touch, before Salathiel ripped his arm out of her grip.

Salathiel jumped forward and was gone.

Ryan gathered himself and jumped to where Nayara was standing in the dark morning shadow of the big column. She didn’t blink when he landed next to her.

“I know where he’s gone,” she said, her voice remote. Bodiless.

“How do you know that?” Ryan asked, puzzled.

“I read his mind, when I gripped his wrist.”

“You read...” Ryan pulled her to him and wrapped his arm about her waist. “I don’t know how you picked that up from the psi and we’re going to have to talk about it later. For right now, take us there, Nia. Quickly.”

She bent her knees and leapt, half-leaning into the jump. 



It was a bad landing. 

The maker’s house was luxurious, but after centuries of living, she had acquired all manner of furnishings and keepsakes that she surrounded herself with and every room was crowded. 

There wasn’t enough room for a safe landing. The image Nia had taken from Salathiel’s mind was the front parlour, a particularly overstuffed room and she had not had time to consider a more spacious landing spot.

Nia landed clear of anything, but Ryan was smashed up against the stone wall. He heard and felt the big bones in his calves snap, as his feet tried to take up space the wall already occupied and the wall pushed back.

He fell on his back, too shocked to scream, waiting for the pain to start.

Nia pulled her long knife out of her boot, crouching over him, looking around. Her eyes were haunted with fear, alarm and concern.

“No! Don’t wait!” Ryan told her. “Stop Salathiel!”

For he had spotted Salathiel on the other side of the crowded room, struggling with his maker. He had a wooden stake in his hands and with sick dread, Ryan realized that Lathe had broken the leg off a table to acquire it. The table lay on its side, against the same wall Ryan lay beside.

Nia turned and sighted Salathiel for herself. 

“You can’t hesitate,” Ryan told her. He took another quick breath, for the pain was starting to register now. Deep, shockingly strong waves of it. He clenched his thighs, digging his fingers in. “You can’t think of him as Lathe.”

Her eyes were very large, but her mouth was set. “I know,” she said. She rose slowly to her feet, pulling the second long knife from her boot as she straightened. Her gaze settled on Salathiel.

Nayara stalked him. Ryan could find no other word for it. She raised the knives and moved toward him, prowling like a predator. She seemed to move with slow grace, but she crossed the room swiftly and silently.

Ryan wondered how Nayara intended to separate Salathiel from his maker. He watched and learned how much more ruthless than he Nayara really was. 

For she didn’t bother trying to wrest Salathiel away physically. She was human now. So was Salathiel and far stronger than her. Instead, she stabbed his side with the point of one of her knives. Not deep and not a vital spot. But it was enough for Salathiel to clutch at his side and stagger away from his maker, to deal with the first genuine pain he had experienced in six hundred years.

The maker dropped onto the divan, coughing and wheezing, to recover.

Nia cornered Salathiel. “You cannot kill her,” she said. 

Salathiel glared at her, his blue eyes blazing with fury...and with a light that Ryan finally understood was something other than sanity. If it was madness, it was a kind that no one had ever seen before. 

Salathiel looked at Nayara like she was a stranger. “I will have my way. I will make my life what I want.”

“And I will stop you,” Nayara replied calmly.

Salathiel laughed. It was a big bellow, coming from a big man, who stood over Nayara nearly a foot higher. He knew he had the upper hand in strength and if he recognized her at all, he knew he could dominate her by appealing to her heart.

Ryan wanted to cry out a warning, but it would distract her...or warn Salathiel. He moaned as the pain seemed to bite into his chest and his mind. Why hadn’t they brought modern weapons? A pistol? He’d settle for a mini cross-bow right now. Something!

Nayara brought up the long knives, their blades crossed in front of her, almost like she was shielding herself. “Don’t force me to do this, Salathiel. I will not hesitate. You have no idea what damage you have caused. I will put it right, no matter what it takes.”

Salathiel shook his head. “How noble,” he said dryly. He held out his hand, the one that had been clutching his side. “It’s a pity you didn’t try to repair the damage to my life, six hundred years ago, huh, Nia?” His hand was covered in blood. “Instead, here we stand.”

Her knives lowered. Ryan could see her hesitate.

“No! Nia, he’s lulling you!” he cried, but his voice was hoarse, barely above a whisper.

Salathiel glanced at him. “How well you know me, Celt,” he said. 

He leapt at Nia.

It was so blindingly fast, Ryan could barely follow his movements. Even for a human, Salathiel had amazing reflexes. 

But Nayara took a step backwards and swayed back like a willow tree bending in the wind. As Salathiel reached for her throat, she slid the knives she held in front of her up between his hands. The point where the blades crossed came to rest against the front of his throat and Nia’s own hands crossed at the wrists.

Then she pulled her arms apart with all her strength, knocking Salathiel’s hands away from her throat. The blades acted like giant sheers, severing Salathiel’s head in one cut.

Salathiel’s body’s forward motion continued and Nayara dropped to the ground beneath him, letting him surge right over the top of her. She rolled sideways and came gracefully to her feet, letting the bloody knives drop to her sides to drip onto the carpet.

Salathiel’s body lay chest-down on the rug.

The maker sat up on the divan and cleared her throat, brushing her hair out of her face. “I don’t understand,” she whispered.

“You will never understand,” Nia replied, her tone remote and disinterested. “It’s not for you to know.” She stepped forward to where the body lay, transferred her knives into one hand and leaned down slowly, as if she was very tired. She tugged and held up the silver chain Salathiel had worn about his neck. The Celtic Tree of Life hung from it.

Nayara tucked it into her pocket. “He didn’t understand it at all,” she muttered and turned to face Ryan. 

Her eyes were glassy and he saw that her free hand was shaking. “We need...I should...” She swallowed.

Ryan held out his hand. “Wait,” he told her. “Just stop, Nia. Stop right there.”

She stopped. He could see she was trembling all over. 

He looked at the maker. She was vampire. She would have strength to spare. “Help me,” he told her. “Lift me up and put me in that chair. Hurry.”

The maker shook her head. “And leave this body here? I was supposed to turn him.”

“You will. In a week’s time. He’s still alive. Don’t question this too closely. You have to help me now. I can’t explain. Just do this. Quickly.”

She eased herself off the divan and moved over to where he lay and bent over him. “Moving you is not going to do you any good at all, son of Eire.”

“If you don’t, we’re all dead. Including you.”

Her ancient eyes widened. “I see.” There was a gleam of empathy in them. She may not understand exactly what was happening here, but she grasped that profound matters were moving and she had best not get in their way. She was old, this maker, and the currents of time and the ways events intertwined between the past and the future were clearly not new to her.

She hauled Ryan up into the air and he clamped his jaw shut against the agony the movement sent washing through him. He breathed heavily, trying to stay on top of the pain and not pass out. “On the chair,” he muttered.

“I heard you the first time you told me this,” the maker assured him. She carried him over to the upholstered, formal high chair sitting alone in the middle of the room. Ryan realized it would have been placed next to the table that Salathiel had destroyed, but now it sat in isolated splendour.

As she placed him on the chair, his useless lower legs swung gently against the cross beam and he cried out. The movement of the broken bones grating together sent a wave of nausea through him. Sweat broke out across his body and he felt both hot and cold at once.

“Nia, come here,” he told her, holding out his arms. His teeth were chattering.

The maker stepped back out of the way. She looked sceptical as Nia moved like a stiff automaton over to the chair. 

“Clean the knives, Nia,” Ryan told her. “Wipe them and put them back in their sheaths. You can’t carry them that way.”

The blades were still dripping blood onto the priceless rug at her feet.

Nia looked down at the blades, lifting them curiously. She looked back at Ryan and her face seemed to crumple. “Oh, Ryan,” she breathed. 

The maker took the knives from Nia, picked up the hem of her dress and wiped the excess blood on it. She looked at Ryan. “Where?” she said simply.

“Boots,” Ryan said.

The maker lifted the hem a little higher and slid the knives into the sheaths in each of Nia’s boots. Then she let the hem drop back into place and pushed Nia up against the chair. “Go, child,” she said.

Ryan lifted her into his lap and paused as the movement sent more pain rolling through him. He was shuddering now, with hot and cold flashes washing through him in continual waves. “Put your arms around me,” he told Nia. She was trembling as badly as he was. When she didn’t respond, he lifted her arms up around his neck and wrapped his arms around her waist. He looked at the maker. “Stand behind the chair. When I say, tip the chair over.”

The maker’s brows lifted. Then she shrugged. “Very well.” She moved behind the majestic chair.

Ryan thought of New York City. Their apartment in Astoria and the friends he hoped to see again. He fought to clear his mind of the pain and the sickness clouding it. He wanted only to get Nia home safely. “Home,” he whispered. “Now,” he added, more loudly.

The chair tilted, tipping them forward into midair, letting him make the jump and take Nia with him.

* * * * *
 

Near Adoáin, Navarra, Spain. 2262 A.D. 

 “When we got back, it took another two days for the correcting tsunami to catch up with us,” Ryan said. He rolled onto his back and looked up at the canopy overhead. “Nia and I spent those two days frankly terrified, wondering if we had managed to fix things. All we could do was wait and watch everyone around us die and hope we didn’t catch the plague, too.”

Nia’s hot tears were pooling on Cáel’s chest as she rested her cheek on his shoulder. Her body had stopped shaking now, but he continued to soothe her, his hand sliding from her hip to her shoulder. She didn’t protest.

“And the wave corrected everything,” Cáel said, “when it came through at last.”

“It changed things,” Ryan said flatly. “Almost everything changed back to the way it was supposed to be. The way we remembered it. But there were tiny differences that all of us noticed as we started picking up the pieces. Faster-than-light travel went commercial five years before we remembered it happening. There were nine colonized worlds, not eight. None of them were major enough to warrant trying to go back and fix things again.”

“You call an entire civilized world minor?” Cáel asked gently.

Ryan blew out his breath. “No major negative changes,” he amended. 

“There was one,” Cáel replied. “You and Nia let each other go.”

Nia’s hand on his other shoulder shifted restlessly. “We were just...so busy,” she said. Her voice was very small.

Cáel turned his head to look at Ryan. “Truth is, every time you looked at Nia, you saw her killing Salathiel, didn’t you?”

Ryan covered his eyes with his hand. “Yes,” he said heavily. “For the longest time, yes.”

She lifted her head to look at him, over Cáel’s chest. Her eyes were wet with tears. “I don’t have to read minds to know that, Ryan. I’ve lived with the guilt ever since.”

“And you started wearing the medallion, Nia. It was another reminder.”

She looked at the medallion swinging from her throat.

“But you did read his mind to find out these things out, didn’t you?” Cáel asked Nia.

Nia caught her breath and looked down at him. Then she glanced at Ryan.

Ryan sat up. “You read my mind?” Anger tinged his voice.

Cáel rested his hand on Ryan’s chest. “You stopped talking to her. How else was she going to learn? What she did learn scarred her deeply enough you two have lived in misery for two centuries. Let it go, Ryan.”

Ryan hung his head. 

Nia glanced at Cáel and he gave her a reassuring smile that she tried to give back.

Then Ryan sighed and lifted his head to look at them once more. “We’re blaming the wrong people. Neither of us wants to blame Salathiel for this because he was the victim. But he created his own tragedy because he insisted on living life as a human long after his human life was gone. He refused to acknowledge he’d moved outside human concerns. That’s why he didn’t understand why we couldn’t help with the cart that day. He never understood, ever. And that was his weakness.”

Fresh tears rolled down Nia’s cheeks, but this time, Ryan wiped them away and followed up with a kiss.



Long afterwards, when Nia’s scalding hot tears had dried on his chest, Cáel stayed where he was. He wouldn’t move — not even if his whole body was cramping. For Nia’s head was pillowed on his shoulder while she slept and Ryan’s long form was wrapped around his other flank, his arm thrown across Cáel’s waist.

He fought off the need to sleep. He could sleep when he was dead. 

Besides, Ryan’s quiet words had built imagery and scenes in Cáel’s mind that provoked far too many questions and ideas. Troubled, he lay between his favourite two vampires in the world and thought.

Hard.






  










 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 

The Agency satellite station. 2263 A.D.

When they returned from Spain, Ryan picked a time barely three minutes into the future from when they had left and they used his office as their arrival chamber. He had set it for his arrival back, as he had left from there.

So even though Nia and Cáel had been gone for nearly three weeks and Ryan for nearly two, only three minutes had passed on their personal timelines.

Despite the tiny lapse of time, as soon as they returned, the demands of real life hit them from all sides. Nayara’s implant immediately showered her with messages, reminders and live communications, snapping her attention back to the station. She headed for the door to her office and almost slammed into it when it didn’t open.

Of course. Ryan had barred the door against them, just before they had jumped back into time after him.

Ryan inserted himself between her and the door. “Turn it off,” he said softly. “Just for a moment more.”

Cáel pressed up against her from behind. His arms came around her and his lips slid along her neck, making her shiver and her body tighten. Nia turned the implant off.

Ryan caught her face in his hands. “Know that I love you, is breá
de mo shaol.” he murmured and kissed her. “And you, too, Cáel.” He reached over Nia’s shoulder to draw Cáel’s face forward and kiss him, too.

Cáel growled, deep in the back of his throat. “I don’t get an Irish endearment?” he complained. “I’ve been cheated.”

“You’re lucky to get a kiss,” Ryan told him, smiling. “You’re a manipulative, lying politician, a master strategist and exactly the sort of man I swore I would never get involved with.” He shrugged. 

“You left ‘human’ off your list of insults,” Cáel replied. His arms tightened about Nia and his lips brushed her cheek. 

“They were compliments,” she told him.

Cáel kissed her cheek properly. “I know. But trying to tease Ryan is like trying to stir treacle that has been sitting too long in the Arctic. He’d a stodgy old bastard who’s forgotten how to have fun. Have you noticed?”

Ryan cuffed Cáel lightly across the shoulder. He pulled them both into his arms and Nia was drawn into a tight, warm circle of arms, enclosed by two broad chests and both hearts were beating.

It was heaven.

And with a jolt, she realized that Ryan, Salathiel and she had never held each other this way. They had never simply hugged. 

Such a human expression and it had been utterly missing from Salathiel’s repertoire.

The realization made Nia feel a little sick. She leaned her forehead against Ryan’s shoulder. “Ryan, we never did this with Lathe,” she whispered.

Ryan’s arms tightened. “No...” He swallowed. She could hear him do it. “Críost,” he whispered. 

Cáel drew in a slow breath. “You never held each other? You never hugged?”

Ryan sighed. “No. And we only have now noticed the lack.” He grimaced. “I have no idea what that means, Cáel, but it seems to fit with what Salathiel became, later.” He looked at Nia, then at Cáel. “I hadn’t realized how good this could feel.” He smiled a little. “Stupid, hmm?”

Cáel gave a laugh that vibrated against Nia’s back. “Not stupid at all. One day, I am going to introduce you two to my endless and varied family. Then you will get a real lesson in the art of hugging. Greeks do it all day long, every time they meet, in every social situation and if it’s family, you’re utterly doomed...they’ll hug you twice over and hard enough to stop your breath. You two, my family are going to adore.”

Nia turned her head up to look at Cáel, puzzled. “We’re vampires. Why on earth would they adore us?”

“Are you kidding?” Cáel asked. He kissed her, lightly. “My family traces its roots back generation after generation. It rolls in its own history. You two, with your long memories...they’ll be besides themselves.”

“You mean, more talking?” Ryan asked, sounding mildly stressed.

 “Hell, no! Cáel laughed again. “You’re a walking royal flush, as far as my family is concerned, only they don’t know that. Next time my great uncle starts spouting about how his great-great-something-grandfather was at the fall of Constantinople...” Cáel’s expression grew dreamy. “God, I can see it now. He’s such an arrogant son of a bitch. Three ouzos and he’s ready to fight every war since Thermopylae. He will boast about how his ancestor, Remedios, fought at the fall of Constantinople and that’s when you two can supply the kicker. That you were actually there.”

Ryan caught Cáel’s face in his hand. “Your uncle. You don’t care for him much?”

“Not particularly. Why?”

“You don’t mind if you alienate him, then?”

Cáel frowned. “My general policy is not to make enemies unnecessarily. Why?”

Ryan grinned. “Because if it’s the same Remedios, then he didn’t fight at the fall of Constantinople, Cáel. He was one of our household servants and he begged to be released a week before the wall fell. He and five others took one of my boats. They planned to sail to Panormos to pick up fresh supplies, then on to Alexandroupli in Greece.”

Cáel looked startled, then he began to smile. Then he laughed. “Alexandroupli,” he repeated. “That’s where my uncle’s family came from.” He laughed louder.

It was infectious. Nia found herself laughing, too.

Even Ryan was grinning.

Cáel kissed them both, hard and quick. “To work,” he declared. “I’m sure the world is screaming for us by now.”

Ryan reached for the manual door controls, stepping away from them. “Thank you for coming after me,” he said. “I’m glad that you did.” He was looking at her directly.

The door opened. Nia switched her implant back on. 

The world clamoured for them.

* * * * *
 

Brenden was still investigating how Gabriel had paid off Philos, so as soon as he caught up with Cáel, Cáel was forced to head off for Spetsopoula, to follow up on staffing issues. 

As the station was still technically on lock-down, the only way Brenden would let him off the station was with Brenden himself as an escort and a full complement of Keiren’s men surrounding him.

Brenden flatly forbade Ryan or Nia from going with them.

The lock-down created logistics headaches that Nia was kept busy resolving. The humans still on the station needed food, clothing and supplies and longer-term quarters than they had been furnished with so far. But the station was not a planetary-sized body and space was at a premium. Finding instant living space, especially for humans who had more biological demands than vampires, was challenging.

It was Justin who came up with the idea of “storing” just-visiting humans in the past, a quick jump away for the vampires, but safely out of the reach of the psi.

Nayara conferred with the group of senior vampires and humans she had begun to think of as her war council. Cáel immediately returned a short answer. “Yes, but keep the humans out of the loop on this one, Nia. I don’t want to know anything more about it.” And he had abruptly cut communications.

Ryan raised his brow, for he stood on the other side of her desk. “He’s right. No human should know where they’re going. It’s risky having too many agency members in the know. Let’s keep this one on a need-to-know basis.”

So the project had become Nia’s own, with Justin’s help. They had jumped back to the turn of the twenty-first century, just before the psi-filers had been developed and acquired a small, very modern hotel with the most automated features possible. 

Then they blocked out an entire two floors for personal use and began shuttling staff and humans back as necessary.

As she was stepping out of the arrival chamber on the station after one of the last of the shuttle trips, Nia saw Christian in the arrival lounge and hugged him hard. He smiled, but she saw the faint trace of puzzlement in his eyes.

“I’m trying to do it more often,” she told him. “I’ve discovered I like it.”

“You can hug me and Rob as often as you want,” Christian said, his smile warming. “As long as Ryan doesn’t object?”

Nia felt laughter bubbling to her lips. “Not in the slightest,” she assured him.

Christian’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “I see. Then...what about Assemblyman Stelios? I won’t find myself facing him over a brace of pistols some foggy morning if he catches me with my arms around you?”

Nia struggled to keep her smile in place, then simply to keep her face neutral. Then she gave up. “I’m going to have to work on my poker face,” she said and sighed. “Did you just stab in the dark, Christian, or do you know something?”

“You’re glowing, Nayara.” He gave her another small smile. “I stabbed. There’s nothing wrong with your poker face, or Stelios’. Or Ryan’s either. But Stelios is human and his heart speeds up whenever you’re near him. And now, suddenly, you’re glowing.” He shrugged. “So I thought I would probe a little.”

Nayara pursed her lips. “I wonder how many others have noticed. Cáel can’t turn down the volume on his heartbeat.”

Christian shrugged again. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Nayara. Those that may notice are all counted as friends by you. And that’s not the reason I was loitering around the arrival lounge waiting for your return, anyway.”

“You were waiting for me?”

“Brenden mentioned you’ve been doing a lot of timed jumps lately,” Christian replied. “I thought I’d stop by and see for myself how you were holding up.”

“You’re checking up on me?” Nayara asked, astonished.

“Yes, ma’am.” And he really was studying her, she realized. His gaze was taking in every little detail. He touched her forehead, just between her brows. “There’s been a furrow there since you walked out of the room. Do you have a headache?”

“I...er...sort of.” It was impossible for vampires to get headaches. 

“Thick, like there’s too much stuffing in your head,” Christian said.

“Yes,” she agreed. 

Christian nodded. “It’s not stasis poisoning, but it’s a good sign you’re pushing your symbiot too much. You’re grounded, ma’am. For at least a week.”

Nayara caught her breath. “Impossible. I have—”

Christian held up a long finger. “Remember Ezra,” he said softly.

Nayara swallowed the rest of her protest. Ezra had died from stasis poisoning, because he had insisted on pushing himself far beyond the limits his symbiot could manage. Ryan had watched him die.

Nayara nodded. “A week,” she said meekly.

Christian gave her another hug. “Tell them both they’re luckier men than they realize.” He laughed as he walked away. “That’ll ensure you stay grounded!”

She stared after him, wondering what on earth was funny.

Nia?

It was Cáel’s voice, whispering through her implant and she suppressed the spurt of pure happiness that rushed through her unless it showed on her face and gave her away to everyone who was passing through the lounge just then.

She remembered what Christian had just said. “You’re glowing, Nia.” Apparently she was giving herself away just by showing her face.

Nayara hurried through the long central corridor back to her office where Cáel would be waiting. She reached for her list of tasks stored on the implant and came to both a mental and physical halt.

The implant was turned off. She hadn’t switched it on since she had arrived back from the past. Christian had distracted her.

Nayara forced herself to keep walking slowly forward, so that she wouldn’t draw too much attention to herself, as she puzzled it out.

She had heard Cáel in her mind. So had she reached out and heard him? Or had he reached out and spoken to her? She was the acknowledged mind-reader, but it was a closely held secret and she had only attempted it once or twice under the most severe circumstances.

This had not been a critical situation. His voice had been like the touch of a soft summer breeze. A mental caress. 

Familiar. Dear.

Nia rushed through the slowly opening door of her office, too impatient for it to fully slide aside. 

Cáel and Ryan stood by the table, their heads close together, talking. 

“I heard you,” Nia said.

Cáel looked up. His expression shifted and changed, from the hard, calculating politician she had first met to the man she had come to know, the one who had spent months dreaming of a kiss and planning around it. The man who made her and Ryan so happy.

His mouth lifted in a smile. “There you are.”

Nia moved across the room and threw her arms around him. She knew he could stand the impact. He had proved it more than once. 

Cáel wrapped his arms around her and held her as tightly as she wanted right then. His heart was beating harder.

“I love you,” Nia told him, her lips brushing the corner of his jaw. Her eyes squeezed shut as the truth of that simple sentence overwhelmed her. “I love you so much, Cáel, I thought I might melt when I saw you just then.” She shifted her head on his shoulder to look at him. “I love you as much as I love Ryan.”

Ryan rested his hand on her shoulder. His eyes were filled with warmth.

Nia looked at Cáel. He was smiling.

“Neither of you are surprised,” she said, with growing awareness.

Cáel pressed his warm lips against her temple. “I knew for certain when I saw you just then, but I was beginning to suspect when you took me back in time after Ryan.” He smiled. “I don’t know if it’s because I’ve grown to know you and Ryan so well, or if you have both dropped your shields for me, but neither of you are hiding how you feel particularly well anymore.”

Ryan looked startled. “That’s not good.”

Nia laughed. “It’s fine, Ryan. Christian said—”

The floor under her feet began to shiver then, swiftly, to shake. She looked down at it, then at Ryan, puzzled. He put a hand on the table behind him.

He studied it as it vibrated under his hand.

“It’s not a time wave,” Nia said. “It’s not going through us.”

“It’s the station,” Ryan murmured. “The station itself—the structure.”

The alarm flashed on her desk even as Brenden’s voice came harshly through the communications channels—all of them. “We’re under attack. Everyone to the ferry lounge!”

It took moments for the meaning of Brenden’s bellow to properly assemble in her mind. Ryan was faster. He turned and ran for the door to his office. “Grab a weapon,” he warned her. “I’ll see you there. Cáel, with me!” The two of them disappeared into Ryan’s office.

Nayara ran to her desk and pulled out her two fighting knives and slipped the long knives—still tucked into their swift-draw scabbards—into her boot tops.

She turned on her implant and tried to contact Brenden, but the agency people who carried implants were tripping over each other with their communications. It was a mishmash of garbled messages. Until they calmed down and spoke one at a time, using the channels properly, the implant would be useless. She left it on, but ignored the chatter. 

 For five precious seconds Nayara stood in the middle of her empty office and considered her course of action.

Gabriel was at the root of this. She knew it as surely as she knew the shape of Cáel’s lips and Ryan’s incisors.

Why was he here? Why had he done whatever he had done to barge onto the station in force? What was here that he couldn’t find elsewhere? He had gone to extraordinary length to probe her mind. What had he been looking for?

The baby.

Horror spilled through Nayara. Terror curled through her mind. It propelled her into a spin jump, barely conceived in her mind. She reached through space, mentally and physically...

...and landed on her feet. Relief touched her, but only for a second as she looked around the big living quarters that was home for Rob, Christian and Tally and baby Jack.

The bathroom and jury-rigged kitchen were separate areas, behind her. The main room was the gathering area where everything else in their lives took place and included the ancient bed Rob had retrieved from his cottage in fourteenth century Scotland, a piece at a time, and rebuilt here in the station.

The baby was screaming in his crib, next to the bed. Tally stood in front of the crib. Guarding it.

Nia had landed just inside the front door of the quarters. Rob and Christian lay at her feet, their eyes closed. Both held drawn swords in their still hands.

Gabriel stood between Nia and Tally, facing Tally. Gabriel was bringing up to aim a long-barrelled weapon of a sort Nayara did not know, pointing it at Tally. It was sleek, solid and even though she couldn’t identify it, she recognized it was deadly by the flood of resignation and fear that filled Tally’s face as she watched it lift into position.

This, then, was what had defeated Rob and Christian.

But Tally did not move out of the way. She lifted her chin instead.

Nia yanked out her knives and jumped on Gabriel’s back.

Or tried to.

An invisible wall shielded him, twelve inches away from his back. She bounced off it and landed on her ass, the impact jarring all the way up to her jaw. Her mouth flooded with blood. She had bitten her tongue.

Gabriel turned to look at her. He still looked a little like Salathiel, but the resemblance didn’t seem nearly as strong as the first time she had met him. Had he been casting some sort of mental hold over her that first time? Maybe, yes. But his eyes...his eyes were every bit as compelling as Salathiel’s had ever been.

Gabriel studied her. He didn’t seem angry or surprised to see her. “Nayara of the forgotten Celts. You’ve come to clean up your mistake, I see. Too late, but that’s a vampire for you. Preppie, to the last.” He turned back to Tally. “Must we go through the routine, woman? I threaten, you nobly insist on protecting your bastard, I shoot and take him, anyway? Why not save yourself the agony and just hand him over?”

Tally drew herself upright and spat. The globule flew through the air then dropped, abruptly, a foot away from Gabriel. Another mental shield.

Jack was squalling loudly now, but outside the room, the station claxons were making more noise than Jack. No one would hear him above the panic and din out there.

Gabriel aimed the weapon at Tally. “Very well, then,” he said and fired. Nia jumped at him as he fired, on the theory that he would be mentally focused on Tally and his shield would be weak. This time, she landed on his back and as Tally crumpled to the ground, Nia tucked her elbow under his throat and began to squeeze. She wrapped her thigh around his chest and tightened her grip on his diaphragm. She waited for him to scrabble at her arm with his hands, which would lift his arms out of the way so she could drive the knife into the vital soft spot in his side, deep enough to puncture his kidney. The death blow for a normal human anatomy.

Gabriel tossed her across the room. 

It felt like two giant hands plucked her up from his back, like an adult would sweep a child up from off the ground. She was lifted high up into the air, then thrown hard. She slammed into the wall and the blade of one of her knives punched into her midriff and buried deep in her gut, driven in by the impact.

The wall was the outer wall of the station, reinforced and stress-proofed. It had no give at all. Nia slid down to the floor, feeling broken bones already trying to knit and mend. The pain was incredible.

She pulled the knife out with a wheezy grunt and let it clatter to the floor. She looked up as Gabriel stood over her. He held Jack in one arm. The baby was wriggling and red in the face from his howling. 

Gabriel crouched down. It was a bouncy movement, full of muscle and energy. Jack struggled in his grip. Nia almost cringed. Almost. 

Gabriel grinned. “You and I are going to have so much fun,” he whispered.

She swallowed. “You’re a sick bastard,” she told him.

His smile broadened.

“I will die before I give you an inch of fun,” she added.

Gabriel laughed. “Too late, Nayara. Too late by a mile.” He touched her lips with his forefinger and this time she did recoil in disgust.

Gabriel pushed himself upright. No he bounced up...and kept going. He jumped up and away. 

Just like that, he was gone...with the baby.






  










 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 

Brenden had said to meet at the ferry lounge.

Nia considered the quickest way to the ferry lounge. It was at the back of the station, almost as far away from where Rob, Christian and Tally’s quarters were located as it was physically possible to move and still remain inside the station. 

She briefly considered jumping, but there would already be people there. The chances of emerging where someone else already stood was too risky.

But the kitchen was almost next door and usually deserted....

She hauled herself back onto her feet. The broken bones were repaired enough to take her weight, now. The wound in her side was still seeping blood, but it wouldn’t kill her. She wiped the blood off her knife using her own skirt and pushed the knife into her boot sheath. She had a feeling it wouldn’t be the last blood her clothing would acquire in the next little while.

She glanced around the room, as the three still bodies. Her heart squeezed in panic. She made a mental promise that she would return for them and jumped to the area behind the serving counter, that was as close to a guaranteed empty spot as one could get. 

The coolness of the metal-and-tile kitchen registered on her skin as the rumour of fighting reached her ears. The ferry lounge lay just on the other side of the wall, but she would have to exit the kitchen and traverse part of the access corridor to reach it.

She pulled one of her knives and moved as swiftly as her enhanced abilities and still repairing injuries would allowed. 

The lounge was a roiling mass of bodies and even as she reached the wide entryway, more agency people poured into the room from the other entrances. She paused to strategically assess the situation.

The attackers were not vampires, for they clearly did not possess the enhanced strength and speed that vampires enjoyed. For that reason, the agency people should have subdued the enemy by now. Nayara spotted at least four vampires in the room—usually more than enough.

Abruptly, a woman appeared in front of Nayara, her arm raised in a strike pose. It triggered Nayara’s instincts and she blocked the descending curved knife with the edge of her own, before it could reach her chest. The point had been aiming squarely for her heart. They knew at least one of a vampire’s weaknesses, then.

Before Nayara could counter further, a longer, heavier blade forced the woman’s knife away and there was an almost soundless ring of steel as the blade whipped across the woman’s now exposed abdomen, gutting her in a single stroke.

She staggered backwards, clutching her stomach and Ryan stepped in front of Nayara, holding his bloodied broadsword.

“They’re psi,” he rasped, his gaze on the woman as she folded to the ground. “They’re jumping to evade us. That’s what’s making them as fast as us.”

“Where is Cáel?” Nia demanded. 

“He’s busy,” Ryan replied. He shook his head. “He’s fine.” 

“He’s human...”

“He’s Cáel, Nia. Trust me, he’s fine.” Ryan’s gaze was steady, daring her to refute him.

Nia swallowed her worry. Ryan was right. Cáel had unique abilities and tenacity. While they had more pressing concerns. 

“Where did they learn how to fight this way?” Nayara asked, watching the melee. She saw what Ryan had already seen; when a vampire attacked a psi, the psi did not retreat or dodge. They jumped...over to another vampire, who was unprepared and barely able to hold their own. 

More vampires were racing into the room, with a variety of weapons. 

“Our people don’t know what to expect,” Nayara gasped. “We’re vulnerable.”

The sound of an ancient war cry made them both whirl to look behind. Fifteen paces along the passage, Brenden had a psi by the throat, lifted off his feet, as the psi turned red in the face. Brenden’s big hand squeezed, until there was a wet, muffled crack of bones and the psi went limp. Brenden tossed him away and snarled. “They’re jumping beyond us, further into the station!” he cried and took off at a run back down the passage.

In Nayara’s mind, Demyan Romanov’s communications channel beeped and opened. “I’m with Brenden,” his voice whispered. “Psi appearing everywhere. What are they looking for?” The channel closed.

“Gabriel!” Ryan said. He strode forward as Nayara spotted Gabriel, too. The man was in amongst the heaviest fighting, carrying his rifle-shaped weapon down by his side. He didn’t have Jack anymore.

Where was the baby?

Gabriel saw Ryan heading for him and his lip curled back, showing his teeth. Then his gazed snapped to one side. Close to the airlock entrance to the docked ferry, Tinker hugged the wall, trying to stay out of the fighting. He had no fighting skills, but held an antique revolver in his hand, muzzle pointing to the floor.

Horrified, Nayara mentally reached for the boy. 

Do not use the gun! 

The percussion bullets the antique used would drill right through the outer wall of the station, exposing them to the vacuum of space. 

Then she remembered that Tinker was only human and did not have any communications devices implanted, either. There was no way to reach him other than shouting and he would not hear her.

Gabriel was bringing up his long-barrelled weapon, pointing it at Tinker. “Tinker!” she screamed uselessly.

Ryan had been waylaid by another psi, that he dealt with in two quick thrusts, before moving on. His sword blade was crimson now, and dripping blood. He had seen Gabriel’s new target and altered his path, but even Nayara could see he would not make it across the room in time. There were too many bodies, too much swirling violence.

Ryan leaned forward and jumped, to appear in the clear space behind Tinker. Then he stepped around the boy, shielding him.

Gabriel fired. There was no light, no emission marking the weapon’s launch, but psi and vampires near the trajectory path were thrown aside.

Nayara watched, her over-stressed heart banging in her chest, as Tinker and Ryan were both flung backwards to slam against the inner airlock door. And suddenly, she was there and Ryan was at her feet. She had jumped without intending to.

She crouched. Brenden, I need help. Ryan is down! She thrust the mental alert into the ether. 

Tinker was scrabbling at the floor with his hands, his body jerking, while Ryan lay very still. 

Once, a long time ago, Nayara had studied human emergency nursing and the principals of triage. Now, her hand automatically fell to Ryan’s neck, to find a pulse, even as she was stepping over Ryan to reach the distressed human, who must be dealt with first. She caught the boy’s face in her hands. “Tinker! Tinker, talk to me.” 

His eyes were rolling back and his face was very red and sweating. He was panting, unable to draw oxygen. Hyperventilating. She couldn’t reach him mentally or verbally. Helplessly, she tried to calm him with her touch. She glanced up at the swirling violence in the room, keeping her guard up.

Demyan’s clear, sharp mental voice shouted in her mind. They’ve sabotaged the reactor! Everyone out! Evacuate the station!

Nayara bit her lip, watching as Tinker continued to flop and tear at the floor with his fingertips. Tears were pouring down his cheeks, but he did not seem to be conscious. 

Abruptly, he became rigid and still and one hand clutched at his heart. The tendons on his neck stood out like trip wires. Nayara tried to pry his clutching hand away, so that she could massage the heart, keep it going, but his hand was an iron claw, immoveable.

For thirty seconds he lay as taut as a steel bow, then he fell stringless to the floor once more. Nayara felt for his pulse.

I need help to evacuate, she called. I’m here. And she broadcast the mental image of where she was. And someone must carry Tally, Rob, Christian. She sent a thought-image of where they lay in their quarters.

Too many. Too many to carry.... That was Brenden’s worried sub-thought, one he probably had not intended to broadcast. 

The fighting had not diminished despite the alarm Demyan had sent out. No vampire would disbelieve him, for it was impossible to lie convincingly in one’s mind. The psi, however, were not letting their quarry go. 

Nayara moved to pick up Ryan and his sword. As she strained to haul him up against her chest in a position to jump from the station, Pritti appeared next to her.

The little woman sucked in a breath and clutched her head. The other hand flattened against the airlock door for support. She looked grey and haggard. “I’ll take Tinker,” she gasped.

“Are you sure?” 

She nodded and held a hand flat over Tinker’s body. The body lifted into the air and rose to the perpendicular, the perfect position for Pritti to grasp him. She cried out, clutching her head again, but then shook it and stepped forward to wind her arms around Tinker. “Where to?” she called hoarsely.

Nayara showed her the place where she intended to jump to.

“See you there!” Pritti flexed her knees and was gone.

Nayara looked around the room once more, in time to see two psi land on a vampire’s chest, dropping him to the floor under their weight. A razor garrotte whipped around his neck and both psi gripped a handle each and yanked.

Nayara looked away quickly, unable to watch more. She closed her eyes, held Ryan to her and jumped.



Southwest Western Australia, 2263 A.D.

Cool night breezes touched her. Wind in tree tops. 

“Nayara.” It was Pritti’s voice.

“Wait,” Nayara said, lying Ryan on the ground, then standing and watching the dark sky overhead. “Just wait.”

Pritti came and stood next to her, looking up. “It’s coming,” she whispered, after a few seconds.

The meltdown of the station’s fusion reactor was brighter and closer than Nayara expected. She shielded her eyes against the bright, false sun in the sky and turned away. 

The station was no more. 

“How many made it?” she wondered aloud.

Pritti was crying. “I don’t know. I can’t feel them all.”






  










 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 

Spetsopoula, Greece. 2263 A.D. One week later.

Despite his size, Brenden’s landings were always as light as a feather. He was cat-like on his feet, so when the room coalesced into place around them, there was no disorientation.

Nia stepped out of Brenden’s arms, looking around the big room with interest. 

“He won’t come in until he knows you’re here, in case he crowds the landing,” Brenden told her. “The main rooms are through that door there.” He pointed.

Nia nodded. “Thank you.”

Brenden stepped forward, giving himself room. “I’ll be getting back,” he said. He turned into another jump and was gone.

The room was distinctly larger without Brenden in it. She took in the pristine white stone walls and the ancient heavy dark beams overhead, the terracotta tiles underfoot. All very traditional Mediterranean decor that made her feel almost homesick, except for a complete lack of overblown Byzantine decorations, textiles and filigree. This was Greece and the room was minimalistic and...well, Spartan. 

There was a large wood-grain desk—faux wood, she assumed—pushed quite close to the wall. To make room for arrivals, she realized. It was a modern desk, with built-ins, projectors, plug-ins and more.

This was Cáel’s study, then.

“Nia,” Cáel said, from behind her.

Her heart jumped all on its own. Nia turned.

Cáel stood in the doorway that Brenden had indicated led to the other areas of the house. He wore white casual pants and a white short sleeved shirt that was so old and had seen so many washings it was nearly see-through. The only other item he was wearing was a double gun holster, with a pair of laser pistols, one under each arm.

A bruise, faded to yellow now, coloured his cheek under one eye. And there was a deep cut writhing up one arm, healing beneath the gro-skin that had been sprayed over it.

“It’s a scratch, Nia. It’s healing,” he told her. He moved toward her quickly. “Don’t look like that. It just makes me feel like the biggest jerk in the world, Nia, don’t...” He kissed her and that was when she realized that she was trembling in reaction to the sight of his cuts and bruising, for he brought her up tight against him and he was the rock steady one.

Nia let herself cling to him, allowing herself to feel the weakness, the fear. When Cáel finally let the kiss end, she rested her head against his shoulder. “A whole week without either of you, in the midst of all this sadness and disaster. Cáel, I think I might have gone quite mad if I’d had to wait another day.”

He lifted her chin, making her look him in the eye. His expression was grave. “There’s a reason I made you wait, Nia.” He took her hands from around his neck and held onto one of them. “Come with me.”

He led her through the door he had come through. On the other side was a high vaulted dining/lounge/entertainment area that ran for eighty feet in length. It was cool and airy in here, for the roof soared for twenty five feet above the floor and big ceiling fans circled lazily. Plas-glass doors along the whole length of the room gave access to a white-walled patio that was almost as big as the room itself. The patio was shaded by a pergola that held up an abundant, riotous and thick growth of grape vines and bright pink fuchsias. The torrid sun was trying hard to scorch the flagstones there, but failing to do more than dapple them with shade.

Ryan was walking along the patio. Or rather, he was shuffling along with the help of a cane, which he leaned on heavily with one arm, while he swung his leg stiffly as he progressed down the long patio, concentrating hard.

Nia halted, a hand to her mouth, shocked into inner and outer stillness.

Cáel turned back to face her. “This is why I had you wait,” he said gently, his voice low. “You had enough to deal with, keeping the agency people together. He’s made rapid progress just in the last twelve hours. Twenty-four hours ago, he could barely move. He only woke thirty hours ago.”

“He’s been unconscious for five days?” Nia breathed. “What weapon could do that? To a vampire?”

“That is something you must find out, Nia,” Cáel replied. He tugged on her hand. “Come.” 

He padded across the smooth terracotta tiles, his bare feet silent. Nia’s boot heels crunched loudly in comparison. She unbuttoned her heavy coat as she neared the doors. It wasn’t like she could really feel the overwhelming heat, but it was a bit uncomfortable.

As Cáel pushed the door open, she took the opportunity to shrug the coat off altogether, leaving her in just the black pants and top and boots that had been her working clothes for the last five days. She dropped the coat onto the outdoor table that sat next to the door as they stepped outside.

Ryan looked up as the door opened and came to a halt. When he saw her, he closed his eyes and took a quick, deep breath. He lifted his free arm and held it out to her.

Nia hugged him gingerly, afraid that she might overbalance him or hurt him. But Ryan’s arms—both of them—pulled her in tight against him. She heard the cane clatter onto the flagstones.

“Cáel said you got me off the station just before it blew,” Ryan said. He was shaking. “But the others...did everyone make it?”

Nia shook her head, sadness sweeping through her.

Ryan sighed. “Who?”

“Marguerite, William Alwyn, Ginny. That’s who we know of. We’re still trying to find and account for everyone. You took the most of whatever it was Gabriel hit you with, but what was left over was enough to keep Tinker unconscious for two days.”

“You were lucky,” Cáel said, from behind them. 

Nia turned. Cáel was sitting on the edge of the table, his arms crossed.

“Lucky?” she repeated.

“You’ve been busy, so I imagine you haven’t heard about the rest of Gabriel’s stunts.” 

Nia shook her head.

“When I predicted that Gabriel would pick a fight with you,” Cáel said, “I had most of it right, but on one detail I was dead wrong. Gabriel doesn’t see vampires as his enemy.”

“He destroyed the agency. He’s not a friend,” Ryan growled.

“You’re not alone, Ryan. He destroyed the United Nations building in New York. And humans don’t have the ability to jump away from danger.”

Nia moaned. “How many?” she husked.

“Thousands. They’re still counting.” Cáel’s expression was grim. “He tried the Worlds Assembly, too.”

“The Assembly?” Ryan frowned. “Why didn’t he succeed there?”

“Force fields. They’re always up when the Assembly is in session...or pre-session.” Cáel grimaced. “But you never heard that from me.”

“Force fields were proved theoretically impossible,” Ryan pointed out.

“So was faster-than-light travel, once, but look at us now.” Cáel shrugged. “The Assembly bought the patents to the technology at a price that guaranteed secrecy and exclusivity.”

“They didn’t want to share?” Nia asked mildly.

“They didn’t want anyone else to reverse-engineer the technology,” Ryan said, “and build a weapon that could get past them.” He looked at Cáel. “The price must have been beyond reason.”

“It just paid for itself.” Cáel grimaced. “At least, that’s what the assembly members are telling themselves. I look at the mess in New York and wonder if the price was too high.” He shifted uncomfortably on the table. 

Ryan studied him. “You know something,” he said. “Something else.”

Cáel sighed. “We know why they did this.” He ground the heels of his hands into his eye sockets and they waited him out. 

Finally, he sighed. “A month ago, as close as we can figure it, the government on Demetrios rounded up a dozen freed psi and sterilized them. The next week, they did two dozen more. They didn’t announce it on Demetrios, or to anyone else.”

There was a little silence. Nia felt sick. “But they’re mind-readers, for heaven’s sake! Telepaths!”

“I think the Demetrions know that,” Cáel said heavily. “Since they’ve got the largest population of psi and scions in all the worlds, except Earth. They exported them heavily when they were first released for commercial purposes and by the time the rest of the worlds figured out that psi were really useful cheap labour, it was too late. The off-world ban had been instituted by then. So there’s only tiny pockets of psi on the other worlds.”

“Demetrios is a heavy world. They would find life intolerable without the psi. Why would they do this?” Ryan said.

 “Because of their numbers. At the rate psi and scions breed, in about three years time, they would have out-numbered humans.” 

“The psi weren’t a threat to them.” 

“Apparently, the Demetrions felt differently. Communications from Demetrios is sketchy at the best of times, Ryan. We’re learning what we can, but frankly, the psi are better able to get up-to-date information from Demetrios than humans can. They can talk to each other.”

Nia clenched her hands together. “Gabriel learned what had been done on Demetrios and he acted.” She grimaced. “He reacted,” she amended.

“That’s our best assumption right now,” Cáel agreed. He rubbed at his eyes again. “We’re waiting to talk to Demetrios, to get them to halt their sterilization process, if they haven’t already. Fact is, we can’t seem to reach them much at all.”

“The psi there would have reacted, too,” Ryan pointed out.

“That’s what we’re afraid of,” Cáel replied bleakly. “But if we can get them to stop and if we can contain Gabriel’s people here, then perhaps we’ll be able to find a way out of this.”

“We?” Ryan repeated.

“The Assembly.” Cáel stood up. “It was due back in session next week. It has just been returned to emergency session as of tomorrow.”

A queer ache began in Nia’s heart. She was looking at Cáel, the man she loved and also seeing Assemblyman Stelios, the ruthless politician she had first met. He had changed right in front of her eyes.

Cáel rested his hands on their shoulders. His thumbs stroked their necks. “You should know that over a year ago, a week after I met you, I decided I wanted you both in my life and I would work for however long it took to make that happen. I didn’t think I would end up loving you as much as I do, but there it is. I love you, both of you. I have given up state secrets to ensure your safety because of my love.”

Ryan drew in a sharp breath and Cáel touched his finger to his lips, silencing him.

“I’m human, Ryan. I’m a weak link. Gabriel will exploit that if he discovers it.”

Fear ripped through Nia as she stared from Ryan to Cáel. She clutched at Cáel’s shirt, afraid that he might disappear at any second. “What are you saying?” she demanded, her voice shaking.

Cáel covered Nia’s hand with his. “You have your people settled. Somewhere safe and invulnerable, yes?”

“Yes.”

He nodded. “You need to take Ryan home, Nia.”

Her fear blossomed into a full-blown terror. “And leave you here? Alone? No, Cáel! No!”

He shook his head. “I’m heading for Macapá tomorrow and I’ll be there for weeks, while the Assembly is in session. You have to understand, both of you...” He closed his eyes briefly. “You have to know this, even if no one else does. I’m human, yes, but I have dual loyalties in that assembly now. I’ll be fighting as hard, if not harder, for your rights as I ever have for human rights.”

“They’ll crucify you,” Ryan said.

“They have to accuse me of wrong-doing, first,” Cáel replied, with a wry grin, “And I’ve learned how to cover my tracks from the very best.” 

He looked at Nia. “I can’t come with you. Your new base is only known to vampires and Gabriel can’t read their minds...not until he visits them personally and they all know what he looks like now. But he can read my mind whenever he wants and he doesn’t have to be even close by. I could betray you just because I’m human, Nia. As much as I want to be with you, as much as I planned and counted on it...I have to let you go. For now.”

“For how long?” she demanded. “Until Gabriel is dead? Until the world stops turning? Until time itself makes sense? How long?”

Ryan held her. Soothing her. But it just made her shake harder.

Cáel took her in his arms, instead. “I don’t know how long. Until Gabriel has been stopped, that is for certain. No one knows how long that will be. I will still see you and Ryan when I can and if you’re feeling kindly, you can take me back into time so we can escape every now and again. But we can’t go all at the same time. Someone must always be here in this time. Someone must always be at your base, keeping watch. We can never let down our guard again. Not until Gabriel has been dealt with.”

She shook her head in mute denial, all the while knowing that what Cáel was saying was perfectly correct. But she wanted to wail like a child.

“Ryan...” Cáel murmured.

Ryan didn’t move. “You decided over a year ago, huh? You decided?”

Cáel grabbed the back of his neck. “You want an apology? It’s what I do, Ryan.”

“I’m just glad you’re on our side,” Ryan replied. “You played me like a harp and I’m nobody’s fool.”

“Thank the gods,” Cáel muttered and kissed him.

Nia might have felt some building warmth and arousal at watching their kiss, except that this was a kiss goodbye and the knowledge lay like a lead weight in her heart.

Cáel let Ryan go. “I love you,” he said, his voice rough. “Try not to forget that, hmm?”

“Very funny,” Ryan said dryly.

Cáel swept Nia up against him again. His heart was racing and his body was tight was arousal, which tripped her own responses. She reached up eagerly for her kiss and let the power of it sail her away into a sea of bliss.

Cáel ended the kiss with a groan and almost pushed her into Ryan’s arms. “Go,” he said roughly.

Nia put her arms around Ryan’s waist, in preparation for a jump, but she couldn’t take the final leap. The trembling that had possessed her since she had understood what Cáel meant by being the weak link now rose up and evolved into a full body shaking that threatened to make her teeth chatter.

“I can’t,” she told Ryan helplessly. “I can’t leave him.”

“We have to,” Ryan replied, his voice hoarse. “It’s for Cáel’s protection as much as it is everyone else in the agency.”

Nia stepped away from him. “Wait,” she said, reaching inside her shirt. She unclipped the chain at the back of her neck, letting Ryan see what she was doing. She hesitated. “Yes?” she asked him.

Ryan nodded. “Finally, yes,” he told her. “That’s where it belongs.”

She walked back to Cáel and held up the chain, with the Celtic tree of life medallion hanging from it. “You must wear this now,” she told him.

Cáel’s face shifted and worked and for a moment, she saw something flare deep in his eyes. His gaze skittered away from her, then came back. “Put it on,” he told her, his voice as rough as Ryan’s.

Nia reached up and fastened the chain around his neck. The medallion settled against his chest, inside the open neck of the shirt. She rested her fingertips against it as Cáel’s hands settled around her waist. She could feel him trembling.

“Go,” Cáel said, pushing her gently back toward Ryan. “You do your work. I’ll do mine and I’ll be waiting when you’re done.”

Nia looked over her shoulder at him. “Promise?”

“I happen to be good at keeping promises,” Cáel told her. He rested his hand over his heart, a form of sealing the promise.

Ryan drew her to him. “He kept his promise to win us for himself, Nia, even though it took nearly two years and most sane men would have laughed at his odds.” He smiled at Cáel. “Don’t give up on us.”

“Never,” Cáel replied instantly, his hand shifting to the medallion.

Ryan kissed Nia softly on the temple. “Take me home. The sooner we go, the sooner we can come back forever.”

“Hurry,” Cáel told them.
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