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ABOUT KISS ACROSS CHAINS

When dying becomes an act of love.

It is four years since Taylor and Brody almost lost Veris during the First Crusade. Now they know how to control time jumps, they have settled into a very nearly perfect, nearly human life, raising their daughter Marit.

When Brody defies Queen Tira to protect Marit, the three of them jump back three days in time to collect evidence the queen set up Brody for a drug bust in retribution. The jump sends them back to Brody’s personal nightmare: Sixth century Constantinople.

While Brody survives as a flogged slave, Taylor masquerades as the wife of an aristocrat and searches for Brody. They must wait for Veris to find them before jumping home and Taylor watches each brutal chariot race, wondering if this will be Brody’s last. Brody once died in the Hippodrome and he is human this time, too…

Reader Advisory: This time travel novel features two super-hot alpha vampire heroes, and explicit sex scenes. Do not read this book if frank sexual language offends you. The time-space continuum was restored to order at the end of this book. Promise.

This book is part of the Kiss Across Time paranormal time travel series:
1.0: Kiss Across Time
2.0: Kiss Across Swords
2.5: Time Kissed Moments*
3.0: Kiss Across Chains
4.0: Kiss Across Deserts
5.0: Kiss Across Kingdoms
5.1: Time And Tyra Again*
6.0: Kiss Across Seas
7.0: Kiss Across Worlds
7.1: Time And Remembrance*
8.0: Kiss Across Tomorrow
8.1: More Time Kissed Moments*
9.0: Kiss Across Blades
10.0: Kiss Across Chaos
11.0: Kiss Across the Universe
11.1: Even More Time Kissed Moments*
12.0: Kiss Across Forever 

[*Time Kissed Moments are short stories, novellas and collections featuring the characters and situations featured in the Kiss Across Time series.]

The series has ongoing storylines and characters.  Reading the books in order is recommended.

A Vampire Time Travel Romance
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Top Ten Bestseller, Alternative History

A phenomenal job weaving present-day and history in a seamless, silken web. Honestly, there’s nothing I didn’t like about this title. It took me up and down the roller coaster of emotions. It’s smokin’ hot!!! —That’s What I’m Talking About

Man, this series is rocking my socks off. This time traveling vampire menage never gets old. —Reading the Paranormal

This series is a keeper for me and a must read for fans of time travel, vampires and ménage à trois. —The Jeep Diva

The absolute love between the three is so detailed that you feel like you could actually know these people in real life.—Vampires, Werewolves & Fairies, Oh My!

I was so caught up in this book I was in tears…It was just heart wrenching. —Cocktails and Books
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IN SIXTH CENTURY CONSTANTINOPLE, THE chariot races held such power over the city and its citizens, it influenced the military, politics and religion. The Emperor himself was drawn into the eternal question of whether the Greens (Prásinoi) or Blues (Vénetoi) would win.

Chariot races became the source of cheating, bribes, curses, mechanical tampering, gang warfare, street violence and murder until they finally culminated in 532 AD in five days of riots and burning, known as the Nika riots, when the Blues and the Greens worked together in a failed attempt to usurp the emperor himself.

Chariot racing fell into decline after the riots, never again to achieve the huge popularity and influence it had held for the centuries since Greece and Rome had pushed it to the fore.

But the Nika riots don’t take place until forty-three years after the events in this book.
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FOR EIGHT YEARS TAYLOR overlooked the fact that Veris and Brody were not absolutely immortal. A near-perfect human life kept getting in the way. On their daughter Marit’s third birthday, though, death walked through the door. Taylor didn’t recognize because it arrived by limousine.

Alexander was bouncing the copper-headed, smoky-eyed, slender and bubbly Marit on his knee while Brody cut up her barbecued lamb chop. Taylor ate her meal before it went cold. Veris scraped the barbecue down. The swimming pool behind the safety fence lapped peacefully at the brickwork, already glowing eerily blue with the underwater lights.

Around the deck, toys and bikes lay scattered like flotsam.

The sun was setting over the hills in a spectacular range of reds, golds and pinks, promising more heat tomorrow. It was a rare hot day in early December, a warm snap when it was nice enough to sit outside and soak up the sun. At this time of year, the sun didn’t blaze and sizzle, which would have made it too uncomfortable for the non-humans around the table, as it would have in mid-summer.

Domestic sounds and sights. A perfectly normal family if one overlooked the fact that Marit had two fathers and neither of them was human.

Veris put the barbecue tools away, then sat on the bench next to Taylor and pushed her champagne glass toward her. She swallowed her mouthful and took a sip then turned her head toward him for a kiss. He was smiling as he ran the tip of his tongue over her lips before plunging it inside and making her breath hitch. “I love you, Mrs. Gallagher-Gerhardsson,” he murmured against her lips.

“Back at you, Väinämöinen,” she said in Norse.

“Old Norse sounds like such a tongue twister,” Alexander observed clinically, wiping off Marit’s chin with the damp cloth always kept close by for such occasions. “I wouldn’t want to have to learn it without the advantage of acquiring it as you do, Taylor, when you arrive in the appropriate time and location.”

Taylor forced her gaze away from the heat and promise in Veris’ eyes to look at Alexander. “I have to work on keeping the language once I get back. It’s not that easy. I have to let some of them go, unfortunately.”

Brody handed the small fork to Marit. “Here you go. Now try again. They’re smaller pieces this time.”

Alexander stopped his bouncing so that Marit could eat.

“Thank you, Daddy,” Marit said happily in old Gaelic, gripping the fork in her fist. She smiled at Brody, showing a row of small, even teeth, then focused on her plate and eating.

“She’s a replica of you, Veris,” Alex said softly. “For all she has Taylor’s hair and eyes, she looks like you and she has your drive and relentlessness.”

Brody stroked Marit’s head as she bent over her plate with a gentleness that spoke volumes.

Alexander let out a breath. “Perhaps you should take her?” he suggested to Brody.

Brody shook his head. “Unless she is a burden, you’re welcome to keep her for now,” he said.

Alexander stroked Marit’s hair in an eerie echo of Brody’s movement. “You know I never tire of Marit.”

“We know,” Veris said.

Alexander looked up quickly. “I’m sorry. It isn’t resentment. Or envy.”

“We know that, too,” Brody said. “Or you would not be sitting there.”

Alexander breathed out. “You see much,” he agreed.

“As much as you did,” Taylor added. “All those years ago.”

Alexander smiled. “I also see that Veris neatly sidetracked the conversation by putting a lamb chop in front of Marit and creating chaos.”

Veris grinned. “Guilty as charged.” He dipped his finger into Taylor’s champagne glass and licked it. “It’s not a subject we’re used to talking about openly, Alex. And the little one absorbs way too much.”

Alexander looked down at Marit on his knee. “How good is her Arabic?” he said, speaking in Arabic.

“Why are you changing languages again?” Marit asked, looking up at him with her big dark grey eyes, her mouth liberally daubed with barbecue sauce. She had spoken in Arabic.

Brody laughed out loud.

Alexander rolled his eyes, then kissed her forehead, the only part of her he could reach that was clean. “To test my language skills,” he told her in English. “Finish eating. Then we have birthday cake.”

She grinned at him and went back to eating, content.

Alexander gave a weak smile at the others. “Open allusion will have to do. You said the first few times you went back, nothing of consequence happened. It wasn’t until you went back for an extended stay that dire consequences occurred. Why?”

Taylor glanced at Veris. They had explored the facts of their time travelling in depth. Veris had spent hundreds of hours working on the physics theory of what they did and was their resident expert.

Now Alex was asking why the first few times they had travelled back in time there had been no dire consequences to history. It wasn’t until they had travelled back to the first crusade that they had realized that their time travelling was creating ripples that actually changed history.

Veris shook his head. “That wasn’t the first time we changed anything,” he said. “The first time was further back. Four-sixty-two,” he added softly.

Alexander’s eyes widened.

“How do you think the little one was conceived?” Taylor added.

Alexander’s mouth rounded into a silent “oh.” Then he added, “But there were times, you said, when nothing happened. The first few times.”

“We weren’t interacting with anyone from those times,” Brody said. “We were there for a few short moments only, in most cases. We were barely controlling the travelling then. There were a couple of flips that were absolutely in the mind. Personal memory only. The first Taylor and I experienced was one, because that was Camlann.”

Alexander frowned. “I don’t quite follow.”

Brody rubbed the back of his neck, looking suddenly uncomfortable. “In my real timeline I was only thirteen when Camlann took place, yet we both flipped back and experienced it as adults and I was a warrior. But in my real time line I was­—” He glanced away. “Well, I wasn’t a warrior.”

Veris straightened up, pushing Taylor’s champagne glass across the wooden table with a damp squeak. “I think that trip was exactly what the queen was talking about. Shared personal memory. Only Brody was sharing something that his father used to talk about all the time. Talk about, sing about, write about. The glory of Arthur’s court. That was what Taylor was at the concert for – to find Arthur’s bard, Inigo Domhnall. They both tapped into the source and that’s what they got, a flip back to Camlann.”

“Finished!” Marit declared, dropping her fork onto the plate and wriggling onto the deck, ready to take off and run.

Veris was faster. He caught her around the middle and snagged her up and onto his lap. “First, let’s clean you up, missy.”

Taylor handed him the damp cloth and he washed her hands and face clean as he continued to talk, even as Marit wriggled and tried to get free. “Then Taylor tried to flip back with me,” Veris continued, not at all distracted by Marit’s squirming. “She’d already been primed on how to flip back from her experience with Brody. So we flipped, but when I thought about Camlann, I was thinking about when I left Norway to join the Saxons to sail to the Hyperborean wastelands and how much I didn’t want to go. So we flipped back to Norway.”

“I want to go ride,” Marit told Veris. She spoke Old Norse.

“Let me see your face,” Veris told her, using Norse, too.

She held up her face for inspection.

“Hands.”

She held up her hands.

“Kiss your mother, then you can go.”

Marit grinned, kissed Veris, then Taylor, then walked over their laps and leaned over to kiss Brody. Then she jumped to the deck and ran over to a plastic molded tricycle, jumped onto it and pedaled off across the deck.

All the adults watched her for a moment.

Alexander stirred and turned back to the table. “I want to learn how you do it,” he said simply.

They stared at him. Brody snorted. “You’ll have to cut Taylor open if you want that secret. We don’t know how she does it. She just does.”

Veris drew a circle on the wood with the dregs of Taylor’s champagne. “After witnessing the horrors of our last flip back in time, you really want to risk it yourself?”

Alexander sat up. “You mean…you’ve not travelled since then? It’s been over three years!”

“Tiny trips,” Taylor told him. “Now we know how to control the flips. Short trips, where we knew we would not meet anyone. A cottage in the Welsh mountains. A villa in Tuscany. But they’re hardly time travel if you can’t mix with the people. So we just...stopped.” She glanced at Marit, who had already moved on to super-sized Lego building blocks. “We didn’t want to be away from Marit for too long.”

Alexander laid his hands flat on the table. “I understand the consequences. I want to learn how.”

“You want children that badly, mo chara?” Brody asked.

Alexander blew out a breath. “It’s not just children,” he said. “If it were, I could find a wife and adopt dozens of children so badly in need of love and care, the matter would be solved inside months.” He waved a hand in dismissal. “Yes, I would like my own children. There is a difference, but the difference is infinitesimal and beyond dispute, as you well know, Brody.”

Brody inclined his head.

Alexander sighed. “I want to dip back into the past again. To sample it.”

“You have your memories for that,” Veris said sharply. “They’re virtually perfect.”

“They’re not the same as being there.”

“Being there will change them,” Veris replied. “Einstein’s theory of relativity doesn’t go on a holiday just because you’ve lived through it once already. You go back there, you stand a real chance of fucking up your own future.” He sat up and forward. “We were dumb lucky. Maybe not—Taylor held us together when Brody and I were going to walk away from each other and screw up all our futures, and our child into the bargain, because we were playing out our lives all over again.” He shook his head. “It’s not worth it, Alex.”

“Marit isn’t worth it? Taylor isn’t worth it?” Alexander asked softly. “You got both of them because of it.”

Veris remained silent.

“He has you there,” Brody said. “Personally, I’d do it all again to be sitting right where I am.”

“Fuck,” Veris said, with a sigh. He grimaced. “Me, too.” He picked up Taylor’s hand, the one with the split-and-combined engagement ring with the left and right sweeping half spirals of green and blue gems. Now the ring was nestled on either side by a split wedding band. One side was studded with blue gems, the other with green. Veris kissed the back of her hand and sat back again. He looked at Alexander. “Good luck to you, my friend,” he said. “I don’t know how it works, despite years of study. Taylor is the key. That is all I can tell you. Brody and I provide the direction, she provides the...power. Drive.” He shrugged. “Magic. Whatever. If you can find another Taylor, then you can have your time travel.”

Alexander nodded. He showed no signs of disappointment. “Where there is one, there may be another.”

“The queen certainly seemed to think so,” Taylor said.

“She thought it was a mental quirk,” Veris said, with a sneer.

“She remembered it as a memory sharing,” Taylor reminded him. “But if she had never stepped outside the room she travelled to, she wouldn’t know it was real.”

Alexander held up his hand, a making-peace signal. “This sounds like an old argument.”

“It is,” Brody agreed. “Please help me change the subject and get these two off time travel before they hit Einstein and Newtonian physics and before I reach the point of wanting to shoot my own brains out.”

Alexander laughed.

Marit ran over to Brody’s side and tugged on his arm. “Someone’s coming. Big cars.”

Brody swept Marit up into his arms and stood up. “Did you go all the way up to the side fence again, Marit? We told you not to.”

She nodded. “Lots of cars,” she said urgently, tugging on his arm.

He frowned. “How many?”

She held up her hand with all fingers spread.

Brody exchanged a look with Veris.

“On a Sunday?” Taylor murmured. “Either she miscounted, or something is happening.”

“Band business?” Veris suggested, keeping his tone light.

“There is no business at the moment,” Brody said. “After the tour, we’re all taking a deep breath, perhaps even a permanent one.”

Mia emerged from the sunroom, the white highlights on her black Chucks glowing in the last of the sunlight. She wore black jeans and a tight black tee-shirt and her hip-length hair was tied back in a leather band. She looked so utterly unlike a cook and maid that sometimes Taylor was caught by surprise when she saw Mia around the house. But there was no mistaking Mia’s efficiency, or her loyalty toward Taylor’s family. Taylor had been happy to find out Mia also held a black belt in at least two different forms of martial arts. She was utterly devoted to Marit and the pair of them spoke Spanish nearly all the time.

Mia was frowning as she strode over to the table. “There’s some folk in the library, demanding to speak to the three of you,” she said in her husky, had-too-many-cigarettes voice. “I told them it was a family occasion, but they were insistent. I’m sorry.”

“How many people, Mia?” Veris asked.

“I couldn’t count them all in the time I had in the room. I got up to eleven before I had to turn and leave.” She grimaced and shifted her feet.

Brody tilted his head, studying her. “What is it?”

“They’re vampire,” she said simply.

Taylor was the only one to react. She drew in a sharp breath. “How long have you known?” she asked.

“Since my third month working here,” Mia said. She shrugged. “You can’t live here and not figure it out. Same with figuring out about the three of you, although you came clean on that up front. But you didn’t say anything about the other, so I didn’t. But the folk in the library, they’re scary fuckers. Especially her.”

Taylor drew in another breath. “Tall, skinny, dark skin and black eyes?”

“Yep.”

“Tira,” Brody muttered.

“Who?” Alexander asked.

“The queen is here,” Veris said. “The mountain has come to Mohammad.”

“Yeah and he came in five white stretch limousines,” Mia added dryly.

“Oh, sweet lord,” Alexander breathed. “Now what?”

“You will all come inside. Now,” said a male, flat voice from behind Mia. Six tall men in suits stepped out onto the deck and moved swiftly to stand in a loose circle around them where they sat at the big barbecue table.

Marit nestled tightly into Brody’s side.

“I guess we’re going inside,” Veris said mildly, picking up Taylor’s hand.

Alexander stood aside for Mia and they all moved into the house. Brody stopped at the stairs. “I’m putting Marit down to sleep,” he said, attempting to head off toward her bedroom.

One of the six vampires shepherding them stepped in front of Brody. “All of you,” he said.

Marit, perhaps sensing the menace around them, tucked her head even more tightly into Brody’s chest and tightened her arms around his neck. She said nothing.

Brody simply stared at the strange vampires. Silently, he turned and followed Alexander and Mia into the library, with Veris and Taylor coming last.

Tira had not changed from the last time Taylor saw her. She was still a tall, exceedingly slender, dark olive-skinned woman with black eyes that seemed older than the rest of her put together. She sat in Taylor’s favorite chair, while everyone else stood around her.

But Tira was not watching them as they entered the big two-floor book-lined room. She was studying Marit with a hungry, eager expression on her face.

“Look at me, child,” she said as soon they were brought to a halt in the middle of the room.

Marit gave a little squeak and hid her face against Brody’s neck.

Something passed over Tira’s face. Annoyance. She looked at Brody. “Make her look at me,” she demanded.

“I know what you want to see,” he told her. “It won’t do you any good, my lady. Marit is adopted.”

Tira’s hand on the flat, polished wood of the chair tightened. “That is not what I have heard, Braenden of the Gaels. I will see her face. Either you will show it to me or I will arrange to see it for myself.”

Brody locked gazes with her.

Taylor could feel his temper rising almost like a temperature gauge and wanted to reach out and soothe him. Now was not the time to stir the queen. Not over this. She realized that she was clutching at Veris’ hand compulsively. But Veris’ grip was no lighter.

Finally, Brody sank to one knee and whispered in Marit’s ear. Marit’s arms unlocked around his neck and she let him lower her to the ground. He straightened her jeans and tee-shirt, then she turned around to face the queen, her eyes narrowed. Brody kept his hands on her waist, his hands looking large against her tiny body.

The queen jerked forward, her fingers clenching the arms of the chair.

“It’s true,” she breathed. She snapped her head to look at Veris. “She is a replica of you and the woman.” She pushed herself to her feet, causing everyone else in the room to stir around her. That seemed to make her realize where she was. “Everyone get out,” she snapped. “Gregor, stay here. Peter, too. Everyone else, out. Out!”

The room began to clear as the people shuffled out of the room, out to the limousines ranged outside. The front door opened then closed, leaving Tira and Gregor, a seven foot vampire with a wild black beard and startling grey eyes, and Peter, a perfectly normal looking man in a suit and tie, standing on either side of her. Tira was wearing a collarless and sleeveless white dress that stopped at her knee, and looked effortlessly elegant. Compared to the jeans Taylor and Brody wore and the scuffed and old leather pants Veris wore, Tira look very much like a queen.

But Taylor wasn’t about to let herself feel inferior because of clothing. Not for a moment.

Tira looked them over. “You know the secret of real time travel,” she said. “The proof of it stands right there.” She pointed at Marit, who backed up against Brody. Brody murmured quietly to her.

Taylor’s heart squeezed. There was a note in the queen’s voice as she spoke that was alarming.

Tira shook her head. “You have had the key to time travel for years, yet you have not shared this with me, your queen.” She looked at Veris. “I expected more from you, Northman. You of all people I would have expected to understand the strategic importance of this matter.”

Veris remained silent.

“This should have been reported to the council and you know it!” Tira railed, fury abruptly pouring from her.

Veris cleared his throat. “You can truthfully report ignorance, my lady. They cannot gainsay you on that.”

“They knew of it before me!” she shrieked. “Someone in my own district, someone you confided in before me, went tattling to the Council behind my back! Now they are demanding an explanation from me. From me!”

Taylor could feel her body wanting to shrink back from the queen’s anger. Only Veris’ rock solid presence beside her and Brody’s unmoving body in front of her kept her where she was. She didn’t turn her head to look at either of them because she knew they would be thinking the same thing as her. None of them had confided in anyone until Alexander. Alexander would not speak to anyone about the travelling. He was as cautious about the subject as they.

Who knew about their travelling? Who had found out?

Tira turned to look at Taylor with narrowed eyes. “This all started when you messed up their lives, human. You’re the key.”

Brody stood up, bringing Marit with him. “Her name is Taylor.” He handed Marit to Alexander and turned back to face Tira again. “I suggest you use Taylor’s name, my lady, as she is both bonded and married to us.” His seemingly casual steps had placed him on Taylor’s other flank, opposite Veris.

Tira’s big mouth with the thin lips turned down. “Yes, yes, this polyandrous marriage ceremony you arranged for yourself in Tibet. Gregor filled me in on it. You three have been busy while my back was turned. A human marriage that is very nearly legal and off-spring, too. But you have failed in the one condition we agreed to, eight years ago. She is still human.” Tira pointed at Taylor with a long fingernail.

“We still have some years yet before that condition is to be met,” Brody replied. “And the married is quite legal.”

“In Tibet, perhaps, but not everywhere,” Tira replied, with a small, dry smile. “You will not distract me from the subject with your legal finesse, Braenden. Taylor is the key to your time travelling.” She stepped closer.

Brody stepped smoothly out in front of all of them – Veris, Taylor and Marit in Alexander’s arms – so that he was facing the queen alone.

“Brody…” Veris rumbled warningly.

Tira smiled. “You don’t want to do this. You have no idea the depth and degree of wrath you bring upon your head if you dare oppose my will.”

Brody crossed his arms. “Yeah, I kinda do, actually. But you don’t seem to have any clue about what you’re doing here, either.” He leaned forward a little. “Let me clue you in. Don’t get between me and mine, Tira. Not if you value your skinny black arse.”

She drew herself up to her full height, a thousand years of power squaring her shoulders. “I am your queen,” she said with utter assurance and the flatness of superiority.

“And I’m a father,” Brody shot back. “I outrank you.”

Tira laughed. “How cute.”

“Just try me,” Brody said, his voice more flat and far more sincere than Tira had just managed.

Her smile faded as she studied him. She switched her gaze to Veris. “Explain to him the danger he’s risking, Northman.”

Veris shook his head. “I regret, my lady, that on this occasion I agree with Brody. You’re threatening my family. If Brody wasn’t saying it, I would be. He just happened to say it first and used less syllables than I would. It comes out the same way, though.” His face hardened. “Don’t push me. You’ll regret it.”

Tira glanced from Veris to Brody and back again. Finally, she studied Brody carefully. “Very well, Brody of the Gaels,” she said, stepping back. “When you are ready to give me the key to time travel, you know where to find me.”

She turned and walked out of the room, her head perfectly straight, her shoulders square and still. Tira did indeed walk like a queen.

Her two men, Gregor and Peter, fell in behind her.

Everyone else remained motionless until the front door closed softly behind them.

Veris was the first to move. He turned to Mia. “Mia, go home. Pack. Buy a ticket to any country where you would like a holiday and go there for two weeks. You’re on salary, of course, but go and enjoy yourself until we tell you it’s safe to come back to this house and start work again. Do you understand?”

Mia pursed her lips together. “I could help. With Marit. Taking care of her, I mean.”

“It’s not going to be safe here at all,” Veris told her. “We won’t be here in an hour, ourselves.”

“I’ll come with you,” Mia said. “You’ll need help, anyway.” She shrugged. “I don’t like people who try to tell me what to do any more than you do. Having to go cool my ass off on some beach while you’re in danger...it’d just piss me off, you know?”

Taylor slid her hand under Veris’ elbow. “Let her come.”

Veris shook his head. “I won’t bring another person into danger.”

“It’s my choice,” Mia said, “and I can help.”

Brody put his hand on her shoulder. “Fine, you can help. Veris, pull the stick out of your ass. Mia’s a woman, not a china doll. She can make her own decisions. Mia, pack a bag and if you can pack something for Marit while you’re at it, you’ll have my gratitude. Marit, go with Mia, an bhfuil cuma cad é a deir sí, le do thoil.”

Marit looked at Brody with big, serious eyes. “If I do whatever she says, what if she tells me to jump off a cliff?”

Mia picked her up. “You’re causing mischief, mi un poco inteligente. You know very well I would do no such thing.”

Marit grinned. “But you could,” she said in Spanish, “and then I would have to jump, because Daddy said so.”

Mia rolled her eyes and looked at them over her shoulder as she turned toward the archways. “I’ll be fifteen minutes, max,” she promised. She tapped Marit’s chest as she headed for the foyer and the wrought iron stair case. “Even if I told you to jump off a cliff, missy smarty pants, you know very well that both your daddies have given you a much older rule, a higher order that says you have to preserve your innards first and foremost.”

Marit began to argue in clear and well-constructed Spanish and their voices faded as they climbed the stairs.

Alexander turned to face the three of them: Veris, Taylor and Brody. “Have I been marked by the queen, do you think?”

Brody grimaced. “Do you want to risk her wrath by assuming you are not?”

“Who spoke to the council?” Alexander asked. “If we gave her that name, then perhaps we would draw her sting.”

“No, we wouldn’t,” Taylor told him. “She wants time travel. She wants me. Telling her we don’t know how it works won’t appease her. She wants a secret, something she can give to the council to get them off her back and make herself look powerful and knowledgeable again.”

Alexander nodded. “So I understood. I thought perhaps a consolation prize might work. I clearly do not know the queen well enough. Then my next assumption may be wrong, too. I had assumed I would be better on my own. Safer.” He raised a brow. “Now I begin to wonder how determined Tira will be to restore her reputation.”

“Very,” Brody said flatly.

Veris crossed his arms. “You’d better come with us, Alex. You were never a fighter—“

“I do know which is the sharp end of a sword,” Alexander objected.

“But it wasn’t your life’s trade as it was ours,” Brody added gently. “There’s no reason for you to have to pick up a weapon if we’re around.”

Alexander was frowning. “You think I cannot defend myself?”

Veris shook his head. “We object to you having to defend yourself. This isn’t your fight. We won’t have you break with your faith’s moral code because of us.”

Brody swore and reached under his tee-shirt for his cellphone, clipped to the band of his jeans. He pressed the screen and stared at it. “Bugger!” he muttered and thumbed out a fast text message. He looked up at Veris. “Band trouble,” he said. “A break-in on the bus. Cops want us all there to check it over and see what’s missing.” He put the phone back on his belt. “I’ll be as fast as I can.”

Veris caught his arm. “We all go,” he said. “From now on, we all move together. Everywhere.”

For a moment Brody looked like he wanted to protest. Then the line between his brows smoothed out and he nodded. “I’ll get the limousine organized,” he said quietly and left, moving fast.

Taylor caught Veris’ eye. “Coincidence?” she asked, her heart thudding unhappily. She didn’t like how the business with the band’s coach had suddenly occurred right at this moment.

Veris shook his head, frowning. She could see he was mentally groping, looking for answers where there were few or none yet to grasp. “Let’s hope so.”


 

CHAPTER TWO
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ONLY BRODY CALLED THE million dollar-plus luxury tour coach the band used to travel around North America a “bus” -- a lingering trace of his British roots. The coach, when it wasn’t in active use, was kept in a shed in the warehouse district in downtown L.A.

The limousine carrying the five adults and Marit pulled into the big, brightly lit shed forty minutes after Brody got his text message. It wasn’t the first vehicle there. The driver nosed his way through a dozen police sedans and other cars already parked in the empty half of the shed. On the other side, the big, long coach with its dark, wild paintwork sat silently under the overhead arc lights.  At least two dozen people stood or walked around it, most of them studying the detailed, endlessly fascinating artwork. The theme was appropriate for a death metal band—death, dying, blood, gods, demons, violence, the mystical, power, sex. The glories of music were intertwined throughout the ageless themes and the band’s logo and name ran across both sides. No one was left in any doubt when Nocturnal Rain rolled into town.

“Keep Marit in the car,” Veris told Mia. “We’ll be as quick as we can.”

“We?” Brody repeated, pausing from his slide across the seat toward the door.

“Yes,” Taylor said flatly. She pushed Brody toward the door.

Brody shook his head, but he slid out of the car and straightened up to his full six foot height. Taylor glanced at Veris as she eased out behind Brody. “There are too many people for simple theft,” she said softly, in Old Norse.

“Speak English or don’t speak at all,” Brody growled, not even looking at them. He was watching the commotion around the bus.

Veris glanced at Brody, a brow lifting. Taylor agreed. It wasn’t like Brody to snarl like that.

“Let’s go sort this out,” Taylor said, moving forward. Veris shut the car door behind her.

Brody followed her lead.

They were met halfway across the grey-painted concrete by a group of six law enforcement types. Three of them were uniformed cops. The other three wore suits, two of them badly. The third wore a suit that looked tailored and pristine. He walked right up to Brody, his eyes narrowed. “You must be Brody Gallagher,” he said. He didn’t push out his hand for a handshake, Taylor noted.

“I must be,” Brody agreed. There was a fine line between his brows. “And you must be...?”

“Lieutenant Brixton, Southwest Division.”

“They pulled you all the way out here for a theft?” Veris asked.

“Something like that,” Brixton said. He had pleasant looking eyes that gave away nothing. “Mr. Gallagher, we’re told that each of you in your band have your own lockers and beds on the coach. Is that correct?”

Brody glanced toward the coach again. Emerging from the far side, Taylor saw the other three members of his band walking in the middle of a cluster of uniformed cops and detectives.

“I’d like you to step aboard the coach and identify your locker for me,” Brixton told Brody.

Fear touched Taylor. “What department is yours, Lieutenant?” she asked. “You didn’t say.”

Brixton gave a tight smile. “No, I didn’t.” He stepped aside so that Brody could move forward. “If you don’t mind, Mr. Gallagher? It will just take a moment.”

“Which department?” Veris insisted.

“Vice,” Brixton said shortly.

Brody turned to face Brixton squarely. “What’s in the locker?” he demanded.

His abrupt movement made four of the cops travelling with Brixton jerk for their weapons, only to abort the movement.

Taylor’s breath hitched and hurried on.

Brixton dropped any pretense at pleasantness. His face hardened. “Your fellow band members have all confirmed the locker is yours, Mr. Gallagher. That’s enough for the judge. Your confirmation is a formality. As the locker is yours, you should know what is in it well enough.”

“Nothing that deserves this carnival,” Brody said flatly. Angrily.

Veris moved up to Brody’s side. “Brody, shut up. Now.”

Brixton pulled a notebook out of his inner jacket pocket and flipped it open. “We were expecting to find a certain amount of cocaine and cannabis in all the lockers and we did, in amounts usually considered for personal use. Your stash was something else entirely.”

“My stash?” Brody breathed, his tone choked.

“Brody, shut the fuck up,” Veris muttered, shaking his arm.

Brixton seemed almost happy as he looked down at his notepad and began to read. “Amphetamines, most of the social drugs, including Ecstasy, and the biggest bag of cocaine we’ve seen in a long time. Good quality stuff, too. Injectable, water-soluble high-grade cut. Then there’s the heroin. Pure white and uncut. A half-pound of the stuff, we figure. That right there will get you ten years at least, because that amount will be seen as possession with intent to distribute.”

Taylor stared at Brixton, astonished at the righteous fury in the man’s face. He was enjoying himself with this vicious taunting.

Brody was breathing hard, his hands fisted.

Veris leaned close to Brody’s ear. “Do not say a single word,” he murmured, his tone hard.

Brixton shut his notebook with a snap. “Of course, we’ll have all the official weights and measures properly listed on your arrest sheet for you,” he finished as he put the notebook away again.

“What has Brody ever done to you, Lieutenant, to deserve your malice?” Taylor asked.

Brixton sneered. “People like you, with your undeserved wealth and fame and your superior holier-than-thou attitudes…you think you live above the law, that you can get away with anything you want because of who you are. Well, you can’t.” He clicked his fingers. “Brody Gallagher, you’re under arrest for the possession of illegal substances, with intent to distribute. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand these rights as they have been read to you?”

“This is bullshit,” Brody growled as two of the uniformed cops stepped forward.

“We’ll sort it out,” Veris promised.

“Do you understand your rights as they have been explained to you?” Brixton demanded as the cops shoved between Taylor and Veris and yanked Brody’s arms back.

“Daddy!” Taylor heard, muffled, from the limousine. There was a pounding on the windows.

“Oh, god,” Brody moaned. “She can see me.”

The cuffs were ratcheted onto his wrists with a loud, horrible sound of metal against metal. Brody drew in a sharp, harsh breath, his gaze focusing inward. “Veris…” he breathed.

Veris gripped his shoulder, his expression alarmed. “Stay focused.”

Taylor glanced from one to the other man, her heart hammering. There was something happening to Brody that she didn’t understand, that Veris knew and she didn’t. After so many years, there was something they had failed to share with her and it was threatening Brody now.

The uniforms were dragging Brody toward a marked sedan. Another one opened the back door. The inside of the door had no handles and was lined with wire caging. There was more caging between the front seat and the back. The back window was also caged in. The back seat was slashed and stained. So was the floor.

One of the cops with his hand on Brody’s arm used his other hand to push down on the back of Brody’s head to make him duck as they tried to fold him into the back of the car.

Taylor drew in a shuddering breath.

Abruptly Brody threw himself backwards, out of the grip of the cops. He pushed on the side of the sedan with his boot and shoved harder, giving himself impetus. “I’m not going into that.” He was breathing raggedly. Hyperventilating.

Brody, who had faced down Saracens, Fatamids, French, Germans and more across a dozen wars and even more battles, looked like he was having a full-on panic attack.

“Oh yes, you are,” Brixton declared and waved.

Three more police surrounded him. Brody stood half-a-head higher than most of them, but they had numbers on their side. They hustled him with sheer body-weight toward the car.

Veris cupped his face in his hands briefly, then pushed his hands through his hair. Taylor saw that his hands were trembling, but other than those telling signs, he looked utterly unmoved. He shifted on his feet, a subtle movement that put him close to the nose of the sedan, a strategic position from where he could help Brody if he had to. But for years Brody and Veris had chosen to move inside the rules of human society. Veris could not act now unless he broke with that decision.

Brody was staring at the inside of the police cruiser, his black eyes wild and glittering with an emotion Taylor had never seen in them before. Fear.

The cops got him within two feet of the cruiser before Brody reacted again. He reared back with a roar, the back of his head connecting squarely with the nose of the detective who had a grip on Brody’s neck. The detective squealed and fell backwards, blood streaming from his broken nose, temporarily blinded by pain.

Brody wrenched himself sideways, pulling himself out of the grip of the man on his right. He kicked him in the stomach, sending him staggering back five or six tottering steps, past where Veris stood at the hood of the cruiser, to turn and drop to his knees, his hands to his stomach, noisily trying to breathe.

The third cop was staggering backwards as Brody had unexpectedly rammed into him with his lunge sideways. Brody turned and kept moving into him, until the cop tripped over and fell onto his back. His head rapped painfully onto the concrete. Brody landed on his chest with one knee, driving the wind out of him.

Then Brody stood and wrenched at the cuffs on his wrists, twisting them and pulling them apart with his arms. A normal human wouldn’t be able to break them, but Brody wasn’t normal, or human. He growled deep in his throat, straining at the twisted chains. They gave
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