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      He made her promise to wait for him…

      

      Years after convincing a mysterious young woman not to jump from a bridge, Caidon Survaine receives shadowy orders to eliminate her. Suspicious of the command, he returns home to find a nefarious group has infiltrated the depths of the Sziverian government. No one can be trusted. Guardians meant to protect have been coerced or corrupted. And the young woman he saved is in more danger than she could realize. Caidon has plans of his own where she’s concerned.

      

      Doing the right thing always seems to leave Ramsey Hunter in peril. Yet, she can’t stop herself from protecting those in need. When she discovers her rare genetic talent can save passengers on a ship destined for trafficking, she ignores her brothers’ pleas to remain safe at home and embarks on a world adventure with Caidon at her side. She has only one condition for the assassin— he won’t deny the passion flaring between them.

      

      Together they navigate new cultures, and their own awakening desires, in a race against the ice flows. If they can’t reach the ports of the violent nation of Mark Inland before the last of the thaw, hundreds of lives will be at stake.
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        To the dreamers who become risk-takers.

        Every goal has to start with a leap of faith.

        Here’s to the ones who take it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING:

          

          THIS BOOK CONTAINS MATURE CONTENT, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO –

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Consensual sex (non-graphic)

        Action violence

      

      

      

      
        
        Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO THE GEN-HEIRS WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      In the distant future, a major cataclysmic event not only reshaped the world as humanity knew it, but left entire lands uninhabitable. As generations of survivors struggled to endure a fight for territory and resources, humanity regressed into what became known as The Primal Years. A dark and dangerous time that lasted for centuries.

      

      Slowly, civilizations formed in the new nations. Limited means of transportation and communication began to develop in a resource-poor world. Powerful countries arose known as Sziveria, Ruthenia, Italyssa, Westica, and Cairo. New cultures, with their own standards of honor, became global powerhouses.

      

      By 830 Post-Cataclysmic Event (PCE), strong talents are now inherited traits, passed down through genetics. The recipients of an unavoidable hereditary legacy are known as Gen-Heirs. Trains, ships, carriages and if one can afford them, small magnetically powered vehicles move people. Radios are the only means of quick communication besides handwritten messages. Heated water is a luxury. Extreme drops in temperature and harsh arctic winds have forced most food growth indoors, in greenhouses. A dangerously lethal virus known as Human Rabies Syndrome (HRS) plagues the globe. The inhabited world is growing at a slow rate, each unique country striving to exist in harsher, cold climates, and those who survive have become ruthless in their quest to thrive in this new, forsaken world...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Haven City, Sziveria

      June 3rd, 830 P.C.E (Post-cataclysmic Event)

      

      The woman huddled on the wrong side of the bridge guardrail almost went unseen. She was little more than a black shadow against an even darker river flowing below. If she hadn’t moved, Caidon wouldn’t have noticed her. But she did. A slight shift closer to the ledge she barely fit on. And he stopped.

      She hadn’t realized she was no longer alone, giving him a chance to strategize. If a river fifty feet beneath seemed a better option than life, things weren’t looking too great for her. He approached slowly, not wanting to spook her, an action that may send her plummeting before he had a chance to diffuse whatever situation she seemed to have found herself in. Providing he could say anything useful. He didn’t understand people, and didn’t have much in common with most.

      A gentle mist floated in a haze through the meager street lamps. The night was thankfully warm for the season and his hands didn’t stick from ice build up to the rail when he leaned to looked over. She hadn’t moved anymore, just seemed to stare at nothing. Closer, and with enough light reaching them, he could make out the smooth angles of her face and dark curls tamed by water. She was young and pale and too curled up for him to know much else.

      “How old are you?” he asked, leaning casually onto the rail, his gaze on the foggy void beyond.

      Her gasp made him tense. “Who are you?”

      Still staring out, he clasped his hands together. “Caidon Survaine.”

      When she remained silent, he glanced down at her. “This is where you answer my question because I answered yours. How old are you?”

      If possible, she shrank more into herself. “Nineteen. Why are you asking me that?”

      Caidon considered her reply. “Nineteen. Young. Lots of possibility still. Are you all by yourself? No family?”

      “I have family. I have… my brother.”

      “Is your brother a good man?”

      She glanced at him, a quick cut of her eyes and lift of her shoulders. “My brother is an enforceman for Haven City Enforcement Services. A prefect.”

      Caidon opened his hands in supplication. “Okay, he protects people.” He looked at her and waited until she met his gaze. “Does he protect those at home?”

      She blinked and quickly looked away. “Yes, my brother is a good man.”

      “What is your name?”

      A breeze blew up from the river. The chilled edge carried the scent of stale water and algae. She pressed closer to the rail, her fingers wrapping around a bar at her shoulders. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-five.”

      Her fingers flexed on the rail. “Ramsey.”

      “Is that a first or last name?”

      “First.”

      “How intriguing.”

      “Many people seem to think so.”

      Caidon lowered himself onto the wet cement, his shoulder near hers. “So, Ramsey, who is nineteen, with the good brother, why are you on the wrong side of the bridge?”

      When she went to pull her hand free, he covered her cold fingers with his. She trembled under his touch. “I’m… scared.”

      The tremor in her voice made him tighten his grip. He considered their conversation until this point, limited as it’d been. Since she’d climbed over the rail and settled herself on the other side, he didn’t think she was scared of her current position. No, something else had her running. “Why? Will your brother not help you?”

      “My brother can’t help me,” she said, her voice cracking. Against his shoulder, he felt more than heard her deep inhale. “He’s more likely to do something stupid.”

      He shifted closer, until his head was near hers. “Like you’re about to?”

      “At least I’ll only hurt myself.”

      “Is that what you think?” he asked quietly. She loved her brother. He could work with that. “There is no hurt for you here, either. Only an end. They might find your body before you reach the Black Ocean. Give your brother something to bury, at least.”

      The gentle burble of water sweeping between pilons filled the quiet night. The distant, unhurried clop of hooves and clatter of wheels told him they wouldn’t be alone on the bridge for much longer.

      “Perhaps,” he said, “you’d consider giving me your brother’s name. I can at least do him the courtesy of letting him know what happened to his sister. As an enforceman, he’ll search the city for you, I’m sure.”

      “You aren’t going to try to talk me out of this?” she asked sharply.

      “Were you hoping some stranger would walk by and stop you?”

      “I don’t know,” she said in a mixture of wonder and a hint of anger. “I didn’t want to be here at all.”

      “Then don’t be,” he said with a biting edge. A challenge for her to obey.

      Tense seconds passed, and then she shifted, and Caidon moved with her, ensuring she didn’t fall when she stood. “Help me over?” she asked, completely calm, as if she sat on the wrong side of safety every day. Maybe she did for all he knew.

      Caidon grasped her elbow and held out his other hand to steady her if she couldn’t make it over on her own. One leg swung over the rail, she balanced using her palm and teetered precariously. She pivoted, reaching out blindly, her tongue stuck out the corner of her mouth. While a figure of grace she was not, there was no mistaking her stunning beauty.

      Somehow, he managed to grasp her hand while staring. She lifted her face to him, and the glow of the nearest street lamp caught in her violet eyes. With the familiar sensation of time slowing, coalescing around him, the very droplets in the air hanging mid-fall, he looked over her round face. Regal, exotic, unique… they all applied. He wanted to memorize the smooth angles of her cheeks and jaw. Trace the delicate slope of her nose. Lick the water from her full lips. Caidon blinked at the foreign burst of desire. Lust and romance had no place in his life, and he took great care to keep both tightly reigned.

      The harsh clatter of the approaching carriage pulled him back to reality. Caidon inhaled and rushed to help her down before they gained unwanted attention. She squeaked and gripped his shoulders. Her feet tangled in the wet folds of her skirt. Fabric ripped, and she tumbled against his chest.

      “Shoot,” she muttered, lifting the saturated black length. “I liked this skirt.”

      “I’d hope so,” Caidon said, “since you’d planned on it being the last thing you wore.”

      “Ha, ha,” she said in sarcasm. “I wasn’t going to jump. I just needed…” She shrugged and straightened. He swallowed the disappointment of losing her soft curves. “Some time to think. This bridge is pretty far from everything, but not too far from my house.”

      “Pretty risky.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe.” When he lifted a brow, she rolled her eyes and tsked. “Okay fine, so I didn’t make the smartest choice to wallow in self-pity. I’m okay now.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes.”

      The carriage ambled by, the heavy, wooden cab rocking gently behind the slow-walking horse. The driver lifted a hand in greeting, but didn’t stop. Either off duty, or he already had a fare. Caidon watched the coach fade into the mist and redirected his attention to the barely visible three-story building on the corner across from the bridge.

      “I’m staying there, in that hotel. The owner keeps her kitchen open all night, and a fire burning in the lobby. Do you want to go warm up, or do you want me to walk you home?” he asked, pointing at the corner.

      She looked at the building, then over her shoulder in the opposite direction, then back. Pressing her lips together, she met his gaze. “Just the lobby?”

      “Yes.”

      Crossing her arms over her small chest, she nodded. “Okay, that sounds nice. Thank you.”

      The urge to slide his arm around her waist had him shoving his hands into his pockets and falling in step beside her. He wasn’t tall or overly built, but beside her, he very much felt like a man. While she had full hips, her waist was narrow, and her breasts small. He figured he outweighed her by fifty pounds, maybe more. Black curls fell in clumps around her shoulders and down her back, soaked with water. Dry, he imagined they were chaos. What had he been thinking wanting to spend more time with her? Nothing good would come of learning more about this enigma of a woman.

      And yet, he held the door open for her when they arrived. He settled her on the couch with a blanket, and then went to get her something warm to drink. When he returned, two steaming cups in hand, he found her curled up and staring into the massive fire. Angling himself on the couch so he could still see the doors and stairs, he relaxed and allowed himself to look once again.

      She turned and met his gaze, a small smile curving her tempting mouth. “You’re staring.”

      He shrugged and kept looking. “Not often I find something worth staring at.”

      A subtle flush blossomed across her cheeks. “Well, aren’t you a charmer?”

      “Not usually.”

      A delicate, black brow lifted. “No?”

      “Nope.”

      She returned to watching the dancing flames. Silence descended around them, only disrupted by the pop and hiss of burning logs. The moving shadows caught on her drying curls, and as he’d suspected, they were wild. Her chin rested on her drawn knees, the blanket over her shoulders acting like a cloak.

      “Why did you stop on the bridge?” she whispered. “Why did you help me?”

      “Would you have preferred I left you there?” he asked, genuinely curious.

      “No.” She scrunched her nose. “At least, I don’t think so.”

      “Things are so bad?”

      Her chin dropped further between her knees. “Yes.”

      Caidon waited. He was a patient hunter, an ingrained ability of his inherited talent.

      “My name is Ramsey Hunter.” When he didn’t respond how she seemed to expect he would, she turned her head, laying her cheek on her knees. Her hair fell in a cascade across her back, and he tightened his grip on the rear of the couch. “Don’t you read the papers?”

      “Not unless I have to. Have you been in them?”

      She nodded. “I helped send a very bad man to prison.”

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “Most people didn’t seem to think so,” she said softly. “I’ve lost all my friends.” Her left hand slipped free from the blanket. In the amber light, he could see the pale band around her wrist where a thick bracelet had once been. A promise band. “And he left. Decided I wasn’t worth the trouble.”

      Caidon leaned forward and slid his fingers between hers. A sizzle of awareness raced up his arm. Like a magnet, he shifted closer until his hip pressed to hers. His arm stretched out behind her, cocooning her into his side. “I guess he did you a favor then. Marriage contracts aren’t for the weak.”

      “You’ve been married?” she asked, her eyes bright.

      “No, not me.” He pulled her hand into his chest. “Not yet.”

      “I wasn’t sure if I was ready.” Her fingers tightened around his. “Now, I guess it doesn’t matter.”

      “He wasn’t the reason you were contemplating the river to sweep away your worries.”

      Her gaze fell to their clasped hands. “He was part of it, yes. My parents were in Monaco Sands when the hurricane hit. You know the one? From two months ago?”

      “I heard about it.”

      She nodded. Tears shimmered in her eyes. “I wanted my mom, and she wasn’t here. Won’t ever be here again. My brother can’t help. He’s so… proud of me, for standing up against Joel Blackbain and fighting for all the girls he assaulted. I didn’t know Blackbain was keeping half of Haven City wealthy. With him in prison, he won’t be able to do business.”

      “I should hope not. And if money was more important to everyone than a rapist receiving justice, then why would you want to be around those people?”

      “I don’t, I just.…” She took a shaky breath. “I didn’t expect to be shunned, you know? And…” She sighed and looked away, a flush darkening her face. “Ditched. He made so many promises. You aren’t supposed to break those.” Her face dropped to her knees. “I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.”

      Caidon gave in to the urge and swept curls from her face, his fingers lingering in the silken length. “I’m glad you told me.”

      She settled her cheek onto her knees again, her hand flexing in his. “So, tell me something about you.”

      “I received a ranked guardian position today.”

      Shock widened her eyes. “Really? Wow… congratulations.” Then her gaze shuttered. “Be careful who you make friends with.”

      “I won’t be staying in Sziveria. I sail out tomorrow.”

      “Where are you going?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t know yet.”

      Understanding dawned in her gaze. “Oh, you signed on with the FIO then, didn’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      She pressed her lips together. “I guess we won’t have much to talk about.”

      He caressed another ringlet behind her ear. “You can keep telling me about you.”

      “I’m boring.”

      “You’re pretty interesting from where I’m sitting.”

      She laughed a sweet musical sound. “Not a charmer? What a liar you’re turning out to be.”

      Caidon leaned in until his nose nearly touched hers, knowing he was getting too close, knowing better than to learn anything more about the vulnerable beauty. The compulsion outweighed his common sense. A first, and he couldn’t seem to care. Not tonight. “I leave tomorrow. I don’t know when I’ll return home. Give me something good to remember. Talk to me, Ramsey Hunter.”

      “Okay,” she said quietly and relaxed back, closer to him.

      As she spoke random bits of information about herself, getting lost in memories with her parents because it was all she had anymore, Caidon shifted until he held her fully in his arms. He couldn’t make himself stop touching her. Small caresses where she’d let him. He knew he was a poor substitute for the man she needed, the one who should have been strong enough to hold her in the midst of her sorrow. Gladly, he took the man’s place, soaking in a moment he knew he’d never share again. Just existing. Learning. An indulgence he didn’t deserve with a woman he could never hope to have.

      “What rank were you endowed with?” she asked, her fingers sliding through his in a caress that left desire knotting in his gut.

      “Master guardian,” he answered.

      “Whose seat were you assigned?”

      He twisted a curl around one of his fingers. “No ones. It’s in-name only. I’m not filling a seat in the House of Laws, nor will I have one once I’m done working for the FIO.”

      She shifted until she faced him but didn’t move away. One of her knees rested on his thigh, the blanket pooling on both their laps. “I didn’t know they could do that. I mean, I knew they could create new seats, but not temporary, and without an option for how you serve, in the house or in-service to the country.”

      Caidon wondered if she’d let him slip his hand under her rain-dampened skirt. Touch her bare calf. Continue up to her thigh. If she’d be warm to his touch, or cool from the wet fabric against her skin. “I’m a unique situation.”

      “A unique Sziverian government situation,” she clarified.

      Then she looked around, as if assuring herself they were truly alone. The night had faded to early morning. Perhaps some stragglers would venture in, but Caidon figured not.

      Ramsey leaned closer, and beyond the scent of rain still lingering on her skin, he caught a faint hint of lavender and vanilla. Warm, calm, and inviting. He wanted to press his face into the curve of her neck. How in the inhabited world was this woman, whom he’d only known for hours now, able to make him forget every carefully laid barricade he’d erected to keep from wanting anyone? She’d been nothing more than a shadow on a bridge, and yet here he sat, having a conversation he should not be having, distracted into needing things he should not be needing.

      “Can you tell me? Why they made such an exception for you? Why you can’t do something as easy as sit in a chair and help pass or amend laws but are required to serve your nation to have a ranking?” she asked, her gaze searching.

      Suspicion took root in Caidon, and he narrowed his eyes. “You are inquisitive by nature, aren’t you? That’s the reason you’re in the papers. You learned, or saw, something and couldn’t help but look deeper.”

      Her cheeks flushed as she blew air into them and glanced at the weakening fire. “So my brother tells me. Though he said he blamed our very strong justice gene.”

      He smiled and brushed hair over her shoulder so he could see her face fully. “Ah, but I have a suspicious feeling it goes well beyond righting wrongs.”

      Red suffused her entire face, and she audibly swallowed, remaining silent, her attention forward. How intriguing.

      Caidon brushed his fingers along the softness of her neck. “What have you done, Ramsey Hunter?”

      She squared her shoulders and faced him once again. “An answer for an answer.”

      “Sounds fair,” he agreed, then guessed, “and you want to know what I do for the FIO.”

      “Yes.”

      Curiosity and amusement shone from her eyes. Whatever work she believed he did, had zero effect on her. Caidon frowned, realizing he didn’t want to change her perception. He didn’t want her to look at him in fear, or horror. And if she knew his genetically inherited ability to connect on a cellular level with a gun, therefore making him the perfect weapon, she might. For some reason, he wanted her to be different, like his mother, who could accept a monster for a mate. Since Caidon only had tonight, he wouldn’t take his chances.

      Smiling with the sadness he couldn’t bury, he put some distance between them. “Perhaps another night.”

      “Ah,” she said, pulling the blanket tighter around herself. “Not a good job, then.”

      “No,” he said softly.

      She glanced past him and scooted to the edge of the couch. “I should probably be getting home. My brother keeps odd hours, and if he realizes I’m gone….”

      “He’ll have his entire division out looking for you,” Caidon finished for her.

      “Yes,” she said, chuckling. “Probably. And since you outrank my brother, who is a key guardian, I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

      “Your brother is an enforceman. Key guardian or not, everyone has to obey his order if he opts to give one, me included.”

      She slipped the blanket off and folded it carefully. “Not many guardians feel that way.”

      Rising with a frown, he held his hand out. “Only nineteen and already jaded.”

      “I suppose helping convict a ranked guardian of multiple counts of rape, when he’s apparently managed to be ignored for years, will do that to a girl,” she said dryly, accepting his help.

      And what would she say if she knew she held the hand of a man who killed in service to their country? Would he be placed in the same category? A guardian who didn’t truly guard much of anything… Caidon kept the struggles internal, ensuring his expression revealed nothing as he helped her stand. His father had warned him of the lonely path to becoming an assassin, and the decision hadn’t been an easy one for Caidon. He alone would have to live with the consequences.

      Cold air swirled past when he opened the door. Ramsey shivered, causing Caidon to hesitate.

      “What’s wrong?” Ramsey asked.

      “If you wait here for a minute, I’ll run up and get you a jacket. You can’t walk home in damp clothes without anything else to keep you warm.”

      She shrugged. “I’ll be okay.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Not allowing her a chance to argue, Caidon ran up the stairs to his room. He grabbed the jacket he’d worn yesterday, locked back up, and returned to her side. Laughter danced in her eyes. Smiling, she shook her head and accepted the jacket.

      “I was contemplating jumping off a bridge when you found me. I wasn’t concerned about the cold then, I’m not now,” she said, slipping into the too-large covering.

      Caidon waited for her to walk past him into the now icy night. “You wouldn’t have jumped.”

      “You don’t think so?”

      He matched her shorter stride on the glistening sidewalk, shoving his hands deep into his pockets. “No. You would have thought of your brother and changed your mind on your own.”

      “I hadn’t,” she said so quietly the soft burble of water under the bridge almost took the words away. “Thought about him. I don’t know if I would have. I was too lost in my own self-misery to consider beyond everything I lost so quickly.”

      An unwarranted and unexpected sliver of jealousy made Caidon frown. “You loved your former promised?”

      “I’m not sure.” She wrapped the coat around her and crossed her arms. “I think I liked the idea of him. Of the security. All my frien—” She sighed and shook her head. “All the girls I know are married and seem to be happy.”

      “So young?” he asked in shock.

      “Well, sure. I mean, they’re only yearlong contracts, or maybe up to three years, but why wait? It’s the safest way to have a relationship.”

      The words hung in the air between them. A reminder, he supposed for them both, that having a sexual liaison outside the safety of a marriage contract could prove deadly. Human rabies syndrome was passed on through sex in its dormant stage. Within two weeks, the virus would go active and turn its victim into the equivalent of a zombie for a couple hours, forcing the infected to seek out other hosts by biting. A monogamous relationship safeguarded both parties. The commitment could be one year or a lifetime, depending on the couple.

      “Plus,” she said, “sometimes the marriage can elevate one’s social standing. The next contract could be to someone with more wealth, more power, or whatever.”

      “Is that what you were doing?”

      “No, but I think maybe he was,” she said, her focus somewhere off in the distance. “When he told me he wouldn’t be honoring his promises to me, he also let me know he was marrying a primary guardianess. When my father died, my brother inherited his seat as Key Guardian Asherwick. Unless something awful happens to Jonathon, Tobyn had no hope of having access to my family ranking.”

      “He couldn’t have found another woman to marry so soon.”

      “No, likely not. I’m sure he’d been wooing her for some time. My… scandal was the excuse he needed to end things.”

      Shops gave way to neat rows of two-story brick houses on either side of the wide road. No lights burned in the windows. A few houses had greenhouses higher than the house’s roofline. Caidon took in the tranquil, safe atmosphere. “It wasn’t your scandal.”

      “To some, daring to go against a ranked guardian, a figure in society, was a disgrace. I betrayed one of our own.”

      Caidon rolled his shoulders in discomfort. This was the world he’d just signed into? Thank goodness he was leaving in a couple hours. “Good thing you were saved from learning his true nature until after you were stuck in a contract with him, hmm?”

      Laughing, she tugged on his forearm and pulled his hand free. She laced their fingers together and slipped their joined hands into the oversized coat pocket at her hip. The action created an intimacy and a sense of comfort he wanted to fall into. How could anyone have let this woman go?

      “I hadn’t looked at it like that,” she said, her fingers tightening around his. “But I think you’re right. I bet he would have been looking to trade up even if he’d married me.”

      “He would have been a fool,” Caidon said before he could stop.

      She laughed again and bumped her shoulder into his. “You don’t know me well enough to know. He could have made a very wise decision.”

      Regret filled Caidon. He’d never have the opportunity to know. Never get the chance to learn what kind of match she’d be for him. If a year would be too long or not long enough. He kept silent, not wanting to give voice to the disappointment unfurling inside. Thankfully, Ramsey didn’t push for further conversation. He didn’t know whether his silence at her response upset her or not. Decided not knowing was for the best.

      They turned a corner, and she squeezed his hand again. “That’s my house, the third one on the right.”

      Caidon noted all the dark windows. “Your brother still appears to be oblivious to your disappearance.”

      “Small favors,” she said, chuckling. “I have to go in through the greenhouse. I have a key hidden under a small rock at the back door.”

      “Sneak out often, do you?” he asked, casting her a sideways glance, hating the curl of jealousy that once again snuck up on him. There were limited reasons she’d have ventured off in the middle of the night, and her former promised was one.

      “A few times. Jonathon would have a fit if he knew I kept a key hidden. He takes our security very seriously.”

      Caidon breathed cold air in deep. “Understandable when you see the worst of your society.”

      “I know, and I probably will take the key in with me tonight.” She stopped at the small alley that ran between houses and gazed up at the dark, cloudy sky. “I don’t really have a need for it anymore.”

      The murmured words confirmed his suspicions. She’d taken off in the night to see her lover. Past lover. He pushed away the urge to learn where the man lived. When he’d decided to follow in his father’s path, he’d made a vow to only accept assignments of those deserving a fatal sentence. A broken heart, while a travesty, didn’t usually warrant death. Nor did jealousy.

      “I’ll walk you to the door,” he said, stepping into the alley.

      She led him to a gate in a tall wooden fence, which left just enough room to open the greenhouse door. Darkness loomed inside, the house cutting off any residual light from the street and the clouds too thick for much moonlight to filter through. Caidon paused, listening, a habit he couldn’t afford to break. The musky scent of earth and a sharp tang of fertilizer filled the moist air. Something small scuttled in the brush next to the door. Ramsey yelped and grabbed his arm, pressing into his back.

      “Oh summer sun, what is that?” she squeaked, ruffling the hair at the back of his neck.

      Caidon pulled her the rest of the way into the glass structure, trying to ignore how good his arm around her waist and her body fitting to his felt. “Probably a mouse, or small bird, wanting to get out and explore for the night or back to its family.”

      She tensed further. “A mouse?”

      Caidon laughed. “It won’t hurt you.”

      “Killer mice, they could exist,” she said, easing around to the other side of him. “We do live in a strange world.”

      Ramsey guided the way, her hand wrapped around his. Even in the dark, she seemed to know where to step to keep from tripping or walking on precious plants. Another testament to her few nights of sneaking out. Three narrow stone stairs led to the back door, and beside them, she released his hand to tilt up a small stone.

      “Ah ha!” she declared, rising with her hand fisted. “He hasn’t discovered it. I always worry Jonathon will figure out my little secret and leave me locked out in the greenhouse all night.”

      “He’d do that to you?”

      “Sure. Well, maybe.” She laughed on a huff. “Okay, probably not. But he’d make me think he would.” She turned to face him. “If you had a sister, would you torture her in such a way?”

      “I have four,” he said. “And I don’t know. I’d like to think they’d be more careful with their safety.”

      She groaned. “Not you, too. If they are adults, they are capable of making adult decisions, I promise.”

      “None of them are adults yet, of which my father is thankful.”

      “Really? I wish we had more time. I bet there’s a story there. Why you’re very grown, and yet your sisters are not.”

      Caidon couldn’t help but reach out and brush a knuckle across her jaw. “Not really. When my parents met, my father still had an obligation to his ruler. My mother wouldn’t allow him to her bed if there was a chance of conceiving another child. She told him when he was home to raise them, they could make more babies.”

      “Well,” she said, “he took her seriously, didn’t he? Four daughters.”

      “I think it was a matter of him being thankful she’d waited.”

      “She loved him.”

      “Very much.”

      “I wonder what such love feels like,” she said quietly.

      His chest constricted, and he dropped his hand. “You’ll learn someday.”

      “I wouldn’t think less of you.” She stepped into his space, her hands pressing to his chest. “If I knew whatever it is you do for the nation.”

      Caidon fisted his hands to keep from wrapping her in his arms. “You say that…”

      “No, it’s true. You’re a good man, Caidon Survaine. Whatever choice you made to become a master guardian, an important rank, is one we must have great need for.”

      “A good man?” he asked with a head shake. “To repeat your earlier statement, you don’t know me.”

      She moved in closer, and despite knowing he should, he didn’t move away. “A bad man wouldn’t have helped a woman unable to see beyond her own misery. A bad man wouldn’t have sat on a couch and listened to silly memories, doing nothing more. A bad man wouldn’t have walked me home without expectation.”

      “Why would I expect something?” he asked and then snapped his head back, staring down at her shadowed face. “You… you have been pressured into doing more than you wished by someone?”

      “I was curious,” she said carefully, “and he was convincing in his reasons.”

      “You mean convincing in his expectations,” Caidon said, anger tinging his voice.

      Her cool fingers traced his jaw, catching on the stubble. “See? A good man. You care about the past, now gone, never to occur again. I learned. I won’t be so naïve next time.”

      Next time. He didn’t want her to have a next time, unless it involved him. And how ridiculous was that thought?

      “I should warn you,” she said, breaking into his wayward reflections, “I am curious now.”

      Caidon barely had time to blink before her lips, soft and yielding, pressed to his. Teasing, her mouth sought more, and Caidon stood frozen, his heart pounding in an uncomfortable mixture of anticipation and remorse. He wanted more than he could ever hope for. He could give this girl nothing of himself and had no future to offer. Grabbing her shoulders, he took a bracing step away, breaking the courage of her kiss.

      “No,” he whispered.

      “Why?”

      A dozen reasons swam through his mind. All of them valid. None of them worth losing the kiss he knew he’d carry with him for months, if not years. Taking a deep breath, he leaned in close, sinking his fingers into the thick curls at the base of her neck. He crowded her, forcing her to step back into the brick wall.

      “You want me to kiss you, zlanishka?” he asked on a growl, his nose touching hers, his body pressing her to the wall. “I don’t think anyone has kissed you the way I will.”

      Her swallow was audible in the quiet greenhouse. “You expect me to say no to that?”

      Without hesitation, Caidon took her mouth. To his shock and the delight of the Ruthenian side that ruled him, she offered no resistance, opening to his onslaught with a murmur of welcome. Of desire. Caidon’s tongue swept inside to claim. To possess. Hunting for every secret passion she’d reveal in the stolen moment. Sweetness exploded across his senses, from her scent, her taste, to the feminine curves crushed against his body. All of them competed with the whisper of more in his blood. A demand he found he had no control to ignore.

      His mouth slanted over hers as he kissed her, and kissed her, and kissed her. He broke the embrace only long enough to lift her higher, to be able to feel the more his body required. She made no argument. Her legs wrapped tight around his hips, and her hands sought with the same urgency riding him. The tangled fabric of her damp skirt did little to hinder his questing touch. Only when her firm thighs were under his palms did he reign in some semblance of control, knowing to go any further would risk too much.

      Ramsey squirmed, a hard shift of her hips into his arousal, an answering shudder racing through her body. Caidon knew by instinct the faint motions felt good to them both, and he was undecided about making her stop. By her quickening movements, the shift in their breathing, and the building inside him, he was seconds from coming, and she’d likely take the journey with him. She knew more about intimacy than he did, a self-imposed decision he’d made when he chose his career. If he allowed himself to give into the temptation, she’d show him what he had to lose. The cost of his future.

      He pressed harder and tightened the grip on her thighs, forcing her to stop. No. This was not the time, and he would rather this not be the place. She cried out in denial, and he deepened the kiss, then pulled back. He wanted her. And he’d have her. But only when he could have all of her, and she could have all of him.

      “Wait for me,” he rasped. “Will you? I don’t know how long I’ll be gone. Could be a year, could be ten. Wait for me, Ramsey. Promise me.”

      She pressed her forehead to his, her body trembling, her gasps mingling with his. “Yes.”
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      Five years later…

      Haven City, Sziveria

      March 25th, 835 PCE

      
      Ramsey had never considered herself one to suffer a fool. Yet here she sat, staring at the biggest one of all, still listening to his ridiculous proposition, her mouth hanging open. Perhaps, she mused, her shock left her speechless, unable to toss the man out on his butt. Or, the more likely reason, she was very much alone. Jonathon and his wife Sylphine were stuck in Italyssa on some legal technicality Ramsey didn’t quite understand. They were both frustrated and radioed daily to talk to their adopted son, who still lacked the necessary paperwork to leave Sziveria. When her unwelcome guest stopped speaking, he stared at her expectantly, without a hint of embarrassment.

      “I think my offer is rather generous,” Tobyn Fenster, Primary Guardian Dziekane by marriage, said in all seriousness.

      Ramsey blinked. “Does your wife know you’re here?”

      Finally, he had the gall to at least look away. “Miriam suggested the arrangement. She birthed our second son a month ago. As per our contract, as long as my lover uses an ovulation bracelet and signs a companion agreement, I can enter into an exclusive relationship outside of our contract for the next three years.”

      “And you chose me?” Ramsey asked, her heart pounding in anger and humiliation.

      “Of course. I mean, you’re still unmarried and haven’t even been courted again since our time together.” He offered her a smile of pity that did nothing for his thin, pale face. “I knew you cared for me. I regret I failed to realize how much.”

      Ramsey looked away, disgust burning in her stomach. “There is nothing to regret, aside from you breaking a promise. Which I can now admit, I’m thankful for. I reject your proposition, Tobyn.” She stood, shaking out her skirt. “You may leave now.”

      He remained seated, his wiry frame leaning back in a relaxed pose on the small couch. “Why would I want to do that? We haven’t reached an agreement yet.”

      “And we aren’t going to,” she ground out. “I said no.”

      His dark brown eyes narrowed. “I don’t think you’re appreciating what I’m offering here. Along with money, you’ll be seen in society again with a man of power on your arm.”

      A laugh escaped before she could contain it. “A man of power? Is that how you see yourself? You look pretty, well, not even that really… on your wife’s arm. However, she’s always had someone prettier, hasn’t she? Is that what this is about? You want someone pretty, too?”

      Red suffused his cheeks. The Primary Guardianess Dziekane had never hidden the fact that she loved someone other than Tobyn, only bringing her husband when the occasional warranted his presence. Otherwise, her long-time partner was always on her arm, a beautiful gen-common man with rich, dark skin who made Miriam the envy of many. An opportunity the shrewd guardianess never failed to employ. Ramsey suspected if Miriam hadn’t wanted children guaranteed to inherit her talent, and therefore her ranked guardian position, the couple would have contracted.

      Tobyn touched a manicured hand to his neatly styled pale, brown hair. “I’m sure you remember my telling you the arrangement I made with Miriam was practical, for both of us. I told you it wasn’t a love match. I wanted what she had to offer and was perfectly fine with her lover, and her lover was fine with me. They knew of a couple who attempted, shall we say, other methods of producing genetically gifted off-spring that had disastrous consequences. Being up front about our marriage, expectations, and true-loves has been a benefit for all of us. Miriam wants to try for a daughter in a few years, and so we shall.

      “Sziverian law mandates we remain married for eighteen years after any of our children are born. It’s only natural I’d choose to find another monogamous relationship to be part of as well,” he continued to explain as if anything he said would change her mind. “Since they now don’t care if their relationship produces a pregnancy, I have decided I don’t want any children by another, and Miriam would prefer that as well. I will make sure you’re protected by only visiting during your non-fertile weeks.”

      “I will not be your whore,” Ramsey said through clenched teeth, her hands fisting at her sides. “I already asked you to leave. Now please go.”

      “M-my…” He stared up at her in shock and then sighed and shook his head. “Oh, my lovely Ramsey, you mistake my desires. No, never my whore.” Standing, he reached for her, and Ramsey shifted closer to the doorway to the foyer. “Did you not hear me say true-love? Don’t you remember what we had together? How good we were? How much you wanted me, us?”

      Not half as much as she learned she could want a man. Tobyn wouldn’t even be a sad substitute. He’d be a total and complete disappointment. She knew that now. She’d tasted true passion. Had experienced a desire that still had the power to make her yearn. No, she figured he’d been kicked from the proverbial martial bed now that his usefulness had been met and wouldn’t be welcome for another three years. And Ramsey suspected that was only if Miriam and her lover didn’t conceive within that window. Apparently, he wasn’t willing to go without sex. And he figured, wrongly, Ramsey would be desperate enough for his returned affections, thinking love still held a place in her for him. Forced reflection so many years ago on a misty bridge had revealed no love had ever been present.

      “You made your choice,” she spat and stalked from the room. “I’m not going to be your…” She waved a dismissive hand. “Whatever you think to call me in place of whore.”

      He stopped in the doorway, his face still flushed. A spark of anger flared in his eyes. “Look, we both know no one is going to align themselves with you. You’re going to be stuck in this house until your brother asks you to leave because he has to have the room for his family. And really, why would you want to intrude, anyway? I am offering you a house, a stipend, and a full wardrobe suitable for attending all manner of social events. Don’t be a fool and reject this opportunity.”

      Ramsey forced away the hurt his words caused. The truth in the uncertainty of her future. That in the end, she’d be good for nothing more than a paid companion. Though, if she had to face such a future, she’d rather raise someone else’s children than give away her body. “You mean Primary Guardianess Dziekane is offering me all those things. You have no money of your own, Tobyn.”

      He inclined his head and straightened his taupe, silk embroidered jacket. “Yes. She wants to see me satisfied. She’s a good woman.”

      “More like a thankful woman,” Ramsey snapped. “Answer an ad in The Havener for women seeking just such a union.”

      Much to her disappointment, he didn’t rise to the insult. “I would prefer someone I know I’m already… compatible with.”

      “We are not compatible! We never were!” She went to the door and flung it open. Cool air rushed into the house. “I learned quickly whatever it was we had wasn’t worth a repeat. I appreciate you saving me the mistake a contract between us would have been.”

      His gaze narrowed on her again. “You are already in such a relationship, aren’t you? Who is he? I’ll go speak to him at once and buy out your agreement with him.”

      Tears of outrage burned her eyes. Her nails bit into her palms. “I am no one’s paid companion, guardian,” she spat, her voice trembling. “I have promised to marry a very powerful man. I suggest, once again, that you leave.”

      He shook his head, the pity returning to the thin angles of his face. “You don’t have to make anything up, Ramsey. You forget, I remember how you were rejected, the ridicule you still receive. That you won’t even go anywhere unless it’s with your brother or his heiress wife.” He took her hand. “I can help make all that go away. I can help bring you back into society, and then maybe you truly will find a powerful man to marry. Let me do that for you, it’s the least I can offer.”

      Ramsey snatched her hand away and took a step back before she smacked him. “No. I’m not lying.”

      His focus shifted to her left wrist. “I see no promise band.”

      “There was no time to exchange them before he had to leave on mission for the FIO.”

      “A likely story.”

      She lifted her chin. “Not a story, and I owe you no further explanation. Out of my house.”

      A commotion at the top of the stairs diverted her attention. The safety gate rattled, and Parker, her nephew, let loose an annoyed shout. “I want down! Down!”

      Sighing, she turned her attention back to the more annoying situation in her house. “If you could leave now, that’d be great.”

      Tobyn blinked and stumbled back, his pallor turning an alarming shade of white. “How old is that child?”

      “He’s almost four,” she answered, holding the door open further.

      Parker threw something over the gate. The object clattered down the stairs in an unidentifiable blur. The horror on Tobyn’s face as he looked between her and the boy almost made her laugh. She had a second of wanting to be cruel. Parker’s sandy hair and hazel eyes could certainly be taken for Tobyn’s line if one failed to look closely. Parker was darker complected and considerably better looking, even at three than the man reeling feet away.

      “He is not yours,” Ramsey assured. “Despite you not bothering to make sure I wasn’t pregnant before ending our engagement, I did not conceive by you. Of which I am forever grateful. This is Jonathon’s son. Now, leave.”

      Apparently, just the thought of possibly having an illegitimate child was enough to finally scare him off. Had Ramsey known, she would have brought Parker down earlier. Tobyn fled from the house, his heeled boots clacking on the steps to the walkway.

      “I hope to never see you again!” she called cheerfully and slammed the door closed. Hands on her hips, she turned to face her nephew, who held another toy over the gate. “Now, let’s see to you, little man.”

      
      Two weeks later…

      
      Caidon found himself stopping outside the busy Haven City MagnaRail station, taking in the tall buildings, streets crowded with carriages, the smaller and far fewer very expensive magnetic-engine powered Ariot’s, and the brave occasional bicyclist. People moved in a surging crowd along the wide sidewalk, entering or exiting the massive structure behind him. Cabbies shouted their fares, trying to outdo one another to claim a customer.

      Just as he’d done at Port Anchor, he observed the crowd around him, searching for anyone out of place or who seemed to be waiting. From his peripheral, he noted a man leaning casually against the wall, smoking, a dark jacket cinched tight to keep out the chill still in the early spring air. Smoke streamed from the man’s nostrils as he straightened and slipped into the crowd. Caidon took a deep breath, the spice of the smoker’s cigarette mingled with horse stench and the various, interchangeable scents humanity produced.

      Smoker man made the mistake of glancing over his shoulder, his gaze lingering a little too long on Caidon. Careful to keep his attention on the row of cabbies

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

