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About Byzantine Heartbreak

~ WINNER - BEST BOOK OF THE YEAR - THE ROMANCE REVIEWS ~
Amazon Best Seller - Top 100 Romance Time Travel Best Sellers
REVIEWER'S TOP PICK -- The Romance Reviews

Can they love again? Is it too late?

Nayara Ybarra and Ryan Deasmhumhain are the most powerful vampires known to humans in the 23rd century. They lead the Chronometric Preservation Agency, welded together yet divided by grief that won’t heal, their lives on hold. Vampires have lived apart from humans in the two hundred years since Nayara and Ryan jumped back in time and killed their lover, Salathiel, to halt the time wave that was destroying humanity and vampires.

Now, Cáel Stelios, Worlds Assembly member, intends to make humans like vampires any way he can. He knows the vampires must become allies.  Their unique strengths and abilities will help humans in the coming battle against the raging psi and their psychotic leader, Gabriel.

While he wages his political and social campaign he hides his true ambitions—to win Nayara and Ryan for himself.  But despite being politically powerful, rich, smart and sexually potent, Stelios has 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…

READER ADVISORY: This vampire ménage time travel romance contains two hot, sexy alpha heroes, frequent, explicit and frank sex scenes and sexual language. It includes heart-stopping sexual scenes between the aforementioned sexy heroes, ménage scenes, and anal sex. Do not proceed beyond this point if hot love scenes offend you.  No vampires were harmed in the making of this novel.

This book is part of the Beloved Bloody Time series. 
Book 1.0: Bannockburn Binding
Book 1.1: Wait*
Book 2.0: Byzantine Heartbreak
Book 2.1: Viennese Agreement*
Book 3.0: Romani Armada
Book 4.0: Spartan Resistance
Book 5.0: Celtic Crossing

[*Time Twist Tales - short stories and novellas featuring the characters and situations found in the Beloved Bloody Time series.]

These are continuing characters and storylines. Reading the series in order is strongly recommended.

A Vampire Time Travel Futuristic Romance



 

Praise for Byzantine Heartbreak

Best Romantic SF-Futuristic Book of the Year 2012 -- The Romance Reviews
Amazon Best Seller – Top 100 Romance Time Travel Best Sellers
REVIEWER’S TOP PICK -- The Romance Reviews
All Romance eBooks Bestseller

Byzantine Heartbreak is hot damn awesome! Holy swear-word, is this an awesome book! The sci-fi world is fascinating, the romance utterly compelling and the secondary characters amazing. Oh please, Ms. Cooper-Posey, write faster! —The Romance Reviews

This is another outstanding novel by Tracy Cooper-Posey! She is the epitome of a truly talented author who uses her wonderful writing skills and vivid imagination to bring us a world that is unique, bold, passionate, and fresh to the erotic world. This powerfully passionate and emotional tale will rock you to the core and have you on your knees pleading for more stories by this amazing author. —Coffeetime Romance Reviews

I was rewarded with one of the best stories I’ve read this year. The emotional draw to the characters is amazing and it’s impossible to not wonder/worry about them even after you’re finished reading. —Vampire Romance Books

This author is on auto-buy for me and she did not disappoint with this book. Byzantine Heartbreak is sexy, intense, and keeps you in suspense until the end of the book. I could not put it down and read it in one day. —Amazon Reader

Ms. Cooper-Posey is a talented writer and created a world that sucks you in very quickly. This is the second book I have read from her and find it difficult to believe more people have not discovered this treasure. If you are tired of the cliched paranormal novels, then this book is for you. —Goodreads

The author takes us on a journey with her beautifully drawn characters to the twenty third century. The vivid description of this world set in the future is a major plus side to this book. —Top 50 Amazon UK Reviewer/Top 500 Amazon Reviewer
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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 millennia 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
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