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      Katria Nachemir, the daughter of a professional assassin, agrees to work for the First Intelligence Office in exchange for a deeper investigation into the deaths of her mother and sister. Her inherited skill with a gun and precise knowledge of its use make her a valuable asset to the Sziverian government. Yet she never expected to find herself under the care and protection of a handsome stranger.

       Haunted by a dark family history, Sean Blackbain escapes the negative rumors by leading an intel guardian team, including the young and dangerously beautiful Katria. But when a botched assignment forces the team home, Sean and Katria discover the contracts they signed three years ago were for more than just employment. The government they trusted had arranged their marriage. Suddenly, the glittering and deceptive world of the ranked guardian society replaces the dangers of dark alleys and secret missions.

       As a Sympath, Sean absorbs the emotional states of everyone around him, especially the desire his new wife is determined to embrace, much to his frustration. He knows he’s the last man she should want, let alone be married to, yet resisting their attraction is impossible. Sean soon finds himself willing to do anything to protect her. But keeping Katria safe proves far more difficult than he ever imagined. The deeper she digs into the murders, the more danger relentlessly finds her.
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      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...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE RANKING SYSTEM

          

        

      

    

    
      Guardians of Sziveria

      Queen/King Elect

      Prince/Princess Elect

      Arch Guardian

      Prince/Princess

      Shield Guardian

      Master Guardian

      Primary Guardian

      Key Guardian

      Guardian (anyone who serves the realm)

      

      Enforcement Services

      First Prefect (FP)

      Master Prefect (MP)

      Prefect

      First Tribunii (FT)

      Master Tribunii (MT)

      Tribunii

      First Guardsman (FG)

      Master Guardsman (MG)

      Guardsman

      

      Other Key Terms –

      First Intelligence Office (FIO)

      Sziverian National Investigative Division (SNID)

      Haven City Enforcement Services (HCES)

      Medical Science Officer (MSO)

      Medical Science Investigator (MSI)

      Uninhabited Zones (UZ)

      Human Rabies Syndrome (HRS)
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      Sziveria, June 7th, 832 P.C.E. (Post-Cataclysm Event)

      Old Helston locality 

      

      Chaos erupted in the wake of a bullet piercing a target secured to a giant oak tree. Birds squawked, taking flight in a mass exodus of feathers and trembling leaves. The satisfaction of another perfect shot failed to ease the fiery pain in Katria Nachemir’s side from the rifle’s recoil. A side effect of not being healed enough to practice.

      The exercise provided a much-needed distraction, but the ache served as a reminder of the devastation she had attempted to escape. Tears burned her eyes, and with a quick breath, she pushed on, loading two more bullets into the bolt-action chamber.

      Shooting at a target wouldn’t change anything. Her mother and sister were still dead, buried in what would now become a family cemetery. A bullet wound would forever mar her body. Escaping was nothing more than a mental game now. Anytime she looked down at herself, she made the nightmare real again.

      The gunman who stole their lives remained elusive, the reason for the fatal attack unknown.  Focusing her pain on something productive was all Katria could think to do. Sitting in the too-quiet house with her despairing father wasn’t an option anymore. At some point, perhaps hours after the massacre, he’d forgotten he had one daughter left alive. Katria refused to endure the pain of being ignored any longer.

      The target became the manifestation of her pain, and the bullet a means to an end. Taking a long, slow inhale, she wrapped her hands around the gun. Her fingertips formed a connection with the rifle. All the working mechanisms became a map in her mind, while the wind blowing across her skin became an adversary. Without effort on her part, the calculations flowed through her.

      Before she could pull the trigger again, a twig snapped behind her. She swung around and aimed at the stranger before he moved another step. His hands flew into the air. Strong morning light cast his face in sharp relief, drawing attention to a firm jaw, high cheekbones, a patrician nose, and a mouth that didn’t look to smile often.

      “I’m just here to talk,” he stated in a deep, soothing voice, his foot lifted midstride. “My name is Ryan Voklane, I work with the First Intelligence Office.”

      Katria didn’t lower the weapon or allow her surprise to show. The FIO guardian was a long way from home. “Are you here about my mother and sister?”

      He slowly removed a tan ivy cap he’d been wearing, revealing neatly combed pale blond hair. He lowered his foot and sank into a non-threatening, relaxed stance. “No, local enforcement is handling that, I believe.”

      Anger flared. Somehow, Katria managed to keep her temper in check. “And getting nowhere. It wasn’t a local murder.”

              “I’m sure you’re aware of your father’s past. They may never find who killed them,” he said gently.

      Fresh tears burned, and she looked away from the pity in his silvery blue eyes. “Then what do you want to talk about?”

      “You.”

      That brought her attention back. “Me?”

      “Yes. Do you mind lowering your gun?”

      Katria looked him over. Though broad-shouldered and fit, his neatly pressed black pants and jacket, along with his well-tailored gray vest and red knit cotton scarf, spoke of days spent in an office. There were no telltale bulges of a hidden gun or knife, at least from his front. If he opted to pull something from his back, she’d be quicker. She decided he likely wasn’t much of a threat and lowered her gun. “You’re from Haven City?”

      “Correct.”

      “Am I in trouble?”

      “No, I’m here to offer you a job. A position on one of our elite guardian teams.”

      Katria kept her surprise internal. “A position? As what?”

      “Sharpshooter.”

      She glanced down at the worn rifle in her hands. “There’s nothing special about my shot.”

      “On the contrary, Miss Nachemir. You may be the best shooter in Sziveria. Perhaps even the world. You’re a Gen-Heir.”

      Katria kept her expression carefully neutral. Inside, she panicked. She couldn’t have been more stunned if he’d slapped her. Yes, she was her father’s genetic heir, or Gen-Heir as society preferred to call those who inherited more than looks and health. Her unique capability to connect on a cellular level with a gun, and her ability to know, by touch alone, how all its variables—distance, wind, humidity, air temperature, and air density—affected a shot. With only a rifle, scope, and target, her mind calculated and adjusted in a split second. Despite Aleksandrov Nachemir’s best efforts, someone had learned the assassin’s daughter shared his talent.

       “How could you possibly know that?” she asked. “I’ve never competed, never done anything outside this property with my father.”

      “We have our ways.”

      She frowned. “Of course you do.”

      “I know this is a delicate time for you, but if you work with us, I promise I’ll put the full resources of the Sziverian National Investigative Division into the death of your mother and sister. We’ll find who killed them and bring the murderer to justice.” He took a tentative step forward, his cap clutched in his hands. “Your country needs the skills you have to offer, and you’ll be working with the best.”

      A tightness formed in her chest. Justice. A month ago, the word hadn’t had much meaning. Now it meant everything. But at what cost? She looked down the length of the field to the target on the thick tree trunk. “I’ll be doing what someone did to us… won’t I?”

      “No, no, you’ll never take an innocent life. Our queen elect has no desire for personal vendettas. She’s only interested in national security. When they call you to work, you can be sure the person will be bad. Someone like the person who came after your family. Justice for another family, for your country.”

      The words were careful in their assurance, pretty in their seduction to compel her agreement. Katria looked him over again. The handsome planes of his face remained unthreatening, open, almost warm. She wanted to say yes. “My father will never agree.”

      “You’re eighteen, and if I’m correct, uncontracted for marriage?”

      “Yes, correct.”

      The guardian took another brazen step closer. “You wouldn’t have to tell him.”

      Lie to her father? The idea made her stomach curl with acid, and yet the suggestion had merit. If he didn’t know, he couldn’t stop her, and the greatest investigative force in the country would examine the murders of their family. “Will I get any sort of training?”

      “Training, along with so much more.”

      “And if I don’t like the idea in the end?”

      “You can walk away. However,” he added, frowning, “you must understand I can’t promise the investigation if you don’t keep up your end.”

      She nodded. “I understand.”

      “Good.”

      In the course of their conversation, he’d managed to inch forward enough to reach out and touch her bare wrist. Katria froze. His hand disappeared into his jacket pocket. Now he stood too close for her to use her rifle without falling back onto the ground if he posed a danger after all. A flash of white caught on his emerging fingers. He handed her a card.

      “Be at this address in one week.”

       

      September 3rd, 832

      First Intelligence Office

      Haven City

       

      Sean Blackbain’s booted feet echoed down the long, empty corridor. The dancing flames in the glass lamps, every few feet, barely penetrated the heavy darkness of the third floor, below ground level. The musk of dank walls and the absence of sunlight thickened the air. A dense folder weighed down his left hand. He studied the name hastily scrawled across the edge.

      Katerina Nachesa.

      No one had ever told him about the woman reputed to be the best shot in the world. No reputation or experience backed up the claim made by the FIO. Yet he was supposed to take her under his wing, turn her into a valuable team member. He glanced at the markings on the doors he walked past. A few feet farther, he arrived.

      The door opened with ease. Three people sat inside. A lamp on the table and a low-burning fire cast the room in heavy shadow.

      Ryan Voklane straddled a chair in his usual unprofessional style, his arms braced across the back. The woman’s back was to him, her long black hair reflecting the meager golden light. An old man slid sheets of paper to her across the table faster than she could gather them. Shadows danced off the deep wrinkles of his face and over his gnarled hands.

      Ryan glanced up and caught Sean’s eye. The faint movement caused the woman to turn around, aware of his presence.

      Impressive.

      No emotion shone in her vivid blue eyes, not even curiosity as her gaze met his. As he stood and opened himself to read the emotions floating through the room, he couldn’t make out any feelings from her. Like the tranquil, undisturbed surface of water, she was a void. Sean remained calm despite the phenomenon that made him want to ask a million questions. Would she still be an emotional abyss if he touched her?

      He flexed the fingers on his free hand with the thought of her skin under his, and the need to encounter any emotion now. His Gen-Heir sympathetic empath senses, known as a Sympath, helped him pick up the bored annoyance of the old records keeper, and… well, how interesting, Ryan’s carefully concealed anxiety. What did the liaison to the arch guardian of Sean’s intel team have to be nervous about?

      The soft, warm light danced across the woman’s ivory skin. Softly rounded cheeks, high-arched black brows, a full mouth, and a straight nose, he could spend hours staring at her and learning all the beautiful curves of her face. She was also young. Too young. Sean quickly looked away from her and back to Ryan.

      “Can I speak with you for a moment?” he asked, motioning to the hall.

      The chair's feet scraped across the floor as Ryan stood. They stepped into the corridor, and Sean waited until the door closed completely before speaking.

      “She’s a child.” Sean tried to control his frustration.

      “She’s of age, a legal adult for almost a year now. She’ll be nineteen in a month.”

      “Voklane, what are you doing? She’s not old enough, and you know it. She has zero experience and limited field training.”

      “She’s perfect. She’s completely moldable and eager to learn. Did you read her training record?”

      Sean glanced down at the file in his hand. “I looked it over.”

      “And?”

      “And I admit she has potential. Bring her to me in a year or two.”

      The normally calm demeanor Ryan portrayed shifted into hard angles and stiffened muscles. A preternatural silver glow shone across his pale blue gaze. Sean resisted the urge to step back. “We don’t have a year or two. We need her now. No one else has the capabilities she has. Your team will be the greatest asset this country has, and the greatest threat to our enemies. Your intel guardian team was created to be the best, not to come second to anyone. You’ll take the woman, or I’ll find someone else to lead your team.”

      Sean clenched his jaw. They both knew he needed to leave not only Haven City, but the whole of Sziveria. The team assignment was his long-trip ticket. He couldn’t afford to mess this up. Still, there were too many concerns to ignore. Especially one. “A woman, specifically one so young, can’t travel alone with three men. No story in the world we give will work.”

      “We already figured out how to handle that. You won’t travel as a cohesive team. At least it won’t appear that way. That’s for the best as well. She’ll travel mainly with you since you’re her superior and team leader. At other times, she may be with Merrick as a niece or Dandridge as a sister. Their coloring is close enough to pull that one off.”

      Sean was almost afraid to ask, but he had to. “And with me?”

      He gave a little smile Sean didn’t trust. “Probably your ward, or whatever we need her to be.” Ryan clapped him on the shoulder in a reassuring manner that irritated Sean. “I’ll be sure to make a note of her cover story role in each assignment.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      “Oh, come on, Blackbain. She’s a beautiful woman. Things could be worse, really.”

      Sean slapped the folder against his thigh. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      “Let’s sign paperwork, shall we?” Ryan held the door open for him.

      With a sinking sensation in his stomach, Sean reentered the room. The woman’s gaze followed him to the table. The warm light from the fire and candle accentuated the delicate planes of her face. With her sleek midnight hair and startling blue eyes, he wasn’t sure how they were supposed to travel unnoticed anywhere. He suddenly found himself thankful she wasn’t standing. He didn’t want to know if an equally attractive body was attached to her pretty face. Besides, he preferred women closer to his own age of twenty-six years.

      Sean flipped the chair around and took the seat closest to her, then threw the folder onto the table. “Sean Blackbain. I’m your⁠—”

      “Team leader. They told me,” she said softly, accepting yet another paper.

      Sean barely caught the stack that the old man slid to him. He shot an impatient glance in the man’s direction. “And this is?”

      “Your contract,” the old man rasped.

      “I already signed my contract years ago.”

      “New team, new contracts, and promised obligations.”

      Sean looked at the stack and drummed his fingers in thought. “I see.”

      Ryan came to stand behind Sean. “You know how it is. Merrick and Dandridge signed theirs yesterday.”

      “Right.” Sean flipped through the pages, trying to make sense of the lines of text.

      “I hate to make this quick, but the MagnaRail leaving for Port Scarborough departs in thirty minutes, and you both need to be on it. Henry, the pens please, and show them where to sign.”

      Sean’s gaze snapped up to the old man, who offered him a pen. The process was happening too fast. He was supposed to have time to explain the job to this woman. To review her contract, outline what expectations would be placed on her and what would happen if she failed. He needed to ensure she had the proper gear, the latest rifle model, and that she understood how communication worked on his team.

      She’d pushed the edges of the initial few pages away, revealing the lines for her first signature, which she was poised to sign. Sean placed his hand over hers. Like threads pulling between them, the first inclination of emotion filtered through the skin-on-skin contact. Nervousness. Uncertainty. A hint of… fear. Though buried, his Gen-Heir Sympath senses drew the feelings forward. Her full lips parted, and she met his stare.

      He leaned in close enough to smell the soft, floral notes of her soap and see the pure, glacial blue color of her irises. He whispered so only she could hear, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

       

      Katria’s heart pounded so loudly in her ears that she knew the man sitting next to her had to be able to hear. And then he touched her. His large hand covered hers, and he somehow expected her to form some sort of coherent thought as awareness settled where their skin met. His amber eyes searched hers. She’d never seen eyes like his before. They seemed to glow with an inner fire.

      “You have your entire life ahead of you,” he said softly.

      He was so close, his mouth, with a too-sensual, bow-shaped upper lip and full bottom lip, inches from her face. Katria’s throat went dry. The uneven light accented the stubble covering his strong jaw and brought out the lighter streaks in the dark blond hair hanging around his face. Not a fashionable cut like Ryan’s, but more rugged, his long hair falling past his shirt collar in the back. A thick piece shifted across his brow, half covering his eye, and she had the sudden urge to brush it from his forehead. She quickly looked away. This man was essentially her boss. She couldn’t be thinking about anything more than the orders he would give her.

      Orders.

      The thought brought her back to reality.

      “I’m sure I want to do this,” she whispered. Then with more conviction, “I’m sure, yes.”

      His hand slid away from hers, and she was startled by the sudden cold left behind. “Very well. Continue, please.”

      The old man leaned forward and, with a quickness only decades in the job could provide, flipped directly to the pages they needed to sign. Katria took a deep breath with each applied signature, knowing without a doubt she signed her life away. But if joining an intel team meant finding who’d destroyed her family, it’d be worth it. She’d do anything she had to now.

      Ryan had assured her that operatives from both the First Intelligence Office and the Sziverian National Investigative Division were working on the case. She just had to keep her part of the deal, and the investigation would continue. If she helped them, they’d help her.

      She chanced a glance back at Sean. Before he’d walked in the door, attraction had been something other people experienced. No other man had ever been able to make her notice much. This man proved different. Over six feet tall, built like he knew how to use his body as a weapon, and with an appearance any sane woman wouldn’t reject, he had Katria noticing more than she cared to. More than she should.

      He was her boss. Nothing more.

      They signed the last document. A sense of finality swept over Katria. She stared at the stack of pages and swallowed against the panic. A heavy hand landed on her shoulder, and she looked up.

      His eyes, filled with a compassion she didn’t understand, stared down at her. When had he stood? “Come on, time to go.”

      Closing her eyes, she filled her lungs with a soothing inward breath and then released it. This was the last time she would allow herself to feel distressed at her decision. She had made her choice. Whatever happened from this day forward was the life she’d chosen. She opened her eyes and stood to follow him.

      “Well, Katerina, let’s see what they’re having us do first.”

      “Katria,” she corrected.

      “What?”                                                          

      “My name is Katria.”

      He cast her a quiet, searching look. “I see. How about I just call you Kat?”

      A little ache formed in her heart, along with guilt she couldn’t afford. “My dad calls me that… called me that, I mean. So yes, okay.”

      “Kat, it is.”

      Ryan clapped in exuberance. “All right, Intel Guardian Team Blackbain, let’s get this production on the rails, shall we?”
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      April 23rd, 835

      Wilhelm, Gaula

       

      Katria carefully set the black barrel of her bolt-action combat rifle, model eighteen, referred to as a BACR-18, into its padded case, laying it open on her hotel bed. Next, she placed the shoulder rest and then the scope into their designated spaces. She checked her rounds for the third time, ensuring she’d have enough for the night’s mission, and then locked the case.

      Heavy booted steps fell outside the room she occupied in the shared suite, and by their determined, methodical pace, she knew it was Sean and not one of the other guys. For three years, she’d been a sister, niece, ward, wife, cousin, and in one instance that none of them could still figure out, an aunt. Usually, she was a sister or niece to Mason Dandridge, a ward or cousin to Kevin Merrick, and a ward or wife to Sean. Thankfully, the wife role had happened only twice in their three years.

      Katria did not need the reminder that she couldn’t have him.

      A soft knock sounded at her open door, and she glanced up to find him standing at the threshold. “I’m almost ready.”

      Sean crossed his arms over his broad chest. The rolled sleeves of his dark gray cotton shirt pulled tight, revealing the defined muscles beneath. Katria fiddled with the latches on the rifle case. Anything to keep from staring.

      “Mason found the house where our suspected infectious diplomat is staying,” he said.

      “Good, we were cutting it a little close this time.”

      “Can’t fault ourselves, we just received the assignment last night.”

      She gave a small smile. “Well, emergencies work that way, I guess.”

      He pushed off the doorframe and motioned with his head toward the other room. “Come on, I’m about to go over the plan.”

      Katria smoothed her hand down the front of her soft black dress and followed Sean to the large living area in their two-bedroom hotel suite. Kevin looked over a map laid out on the table, motioning to the area Mason had tapped his finger against. Over a head taller than the other two men, with a deceptively lean build, Kevin radiated coiled strength. Katria barely came to his chest. His gold wedding ring glinted in the fading light filtering through the dingy third-story windows. Kevin refused to take the ring off or even pretend he and Katria were anything but relatives. Needless to say, Kevin and Mason had become the brothers she never had.

      Mason glanced up when she entered the room, his silvery gray eyes showing warmth at the sight of her. He tossed his long black hair over his shoulder as he straightened. “Hey, Kat.”

      She smiled as she rounded the table and accepted his bear hug. “Nice map, as usual.”

      “Thanks, didn’t have much time for this one.”

      Sean braced his knuckles on the table and leaned forward, looking over Mason’s meticulous handiwork. “All right, this morning I was given orders for the team to evacuate a Cairoen diplomat suspected of having human rabies syndrome. Since there’s no way to confirm if he’s infected with the deadly virus or just a common cold, we can’t do anything more than get him contained and away from the population. Cairo wants him handled with care. They will assume responsibility once he’s on a ship back home. Mason did the recon we needed for a successful extraction.”

      He nodded towards Mason, who returned the gesture in acknowledgement before Sean continued. “The Cairoen is here for a trade meeting and has been sick with cold-like symptoms for a week now. His lover in Cairo died of the infection eleven days ago. He’s in denial. His country is in a panic. We’re the only ones who can get him out, and hopefully home, without causing an international incident. Cairo will owe Sziveria, so we’re under strict orders to get this handled.”

      Katria took a nervous breath. “An entire week. He has to be close to turning.”

      “Too close,” Kevin chimed in. “That’s why I’ll be doing the extraction. If he goes, I can take care of him before he infects anyone else. If he’s feeling as bad as the report claims, he should be holed up in his room. At least until the meeting.”

      “Which is tomorrow morning,” Mason pointed out grimly.

      “Correct. That’s why we have to move this evening.” Sean tapped a building across from a large house. “Kat, you’ll set up here. I don’t foresee any opposition. On the other hand, if we’re too late, or Kevin can’t contain our diplomat friend, you’ll be in a good position to make sure things stay confined.” He slid his hand a couple of blocks away on the map. “Mason, you’ll make sure transportation is secure, along with a direct means of getting him onto the ship without any delays. Kat and Kevin, you’ll meet us at the ship. Kat, I won’t have time to wait for you to get down to the street once we have him, so you and Kevin will walk the five blocks. The Cairoen’s a ticking viral bomb as it is.”

      “Understood,” Katria said.

      “I’ll be waiting in the carriage line with the tranquilizer ready,” Sean said.

      “It won’t work if he turns,” Katria softly pointed out.

      Sean sighed. “I know, but we can’t forcibly detain a diplomat. If he’s not infected, he won’t remember much of the night with sedatives, and he can’t implicate Sziveria in his abduction.”

      “Maybe at least cuff him after he’s out. It’ll slow him down if the virus goes active while he’s in the carriage,” Kevin suggested.

      “Okay.” Sean nodded. “We can do that, but only after he’s completely unconscious.”

      “The ship is supposed to have isolated quarters for us. First Intelligence is paying a large sum for it, and so far, no questions asked,” Mason stated.

      Katria leaned over the map and touched the building Mason had drawn on the sheet, directly across from their target location. “How many stories?”

      “Seven, I think,” Mason answered. “The bottom floor is a shop, the upper floors didn’t look to be in use, so you’ll have your choice.” He leaned forward and tapped a narrow alley to the left of the building. “There’s an access door here, and if the lock is stubborn, a small window just down from it.”

      Katria nodded. “Perfect.”

      “We’ll do a secondary communications check on location,” Sean stated, glancing around. “But everyone’s magnacoms worked fine when we checked yesterday?”

      They all confirmed.

      “Good, just make sure to charge them fully before we begin. For this mission, we need to be in step-by-step contact,” Sean ordered. 

      Mason and Kevin left for their rooms to prepare. Sean rolled up the map and tossed it on the low-burning fire behind him. 

      Katria tsked. “I always hate that you have to burn those.”

      Sean looked at her. “You’d rather someone know what we’re up to?”

      “No, it’s just Mason works for hours on those maps for us, and they’re always so… real. Like you’re staring at the streets from the sky. I don’t know how he does it.”

      “Because he’s a Gen-Heir,” Sean replied, as if she should know as much.

      Not all genetic talents were as cut and dry as hers, or even Sean’s. Being touch-based, their capabilities were never in doubt. Some, like Mason, were logic-based and required testing for proper placement in a guardian position. Along with his high-value strategy talent, Mason’s artistic abilities made him a vital member of the intel guardian team.

      She flexed her jaw in annoyance. “Yeah, I’m aware of Mason’s ability. I guess I’m still impressed by it.”

      He gave a small smile. “Well, we’re still pretty impressed with yours.”

      Katria was not impressed with her birthed ability. So often she wished she hadn’t inherited what had raised her father to rather dangerous fame. But if she dwelled on her gift, she’d spiral into a bad place, so she simply offered Sean a rather shallow smile. “Thanks.”

      Sean seemed to sense her angst. He leaned across the table and met her stare. “You aren’t one of them, Kat. You aren’t bad, unlike the people we’re assigned to go against.”

      A twinge of pain constricted her heart. She had to look away from his fierce amber gaze. Over the years, they’d had variations of the same conversation. She’d always assured him she was fine, that whatever he felt about her was incorrect. She had always put on the mantle of the emotionless assassin they’d recruited and expected. But lately, doubt grew. The kills were becoming too easy. The last handful, she hadn’t even bothered to learn about her targets.

       “I don’t know anymore,” she found herself whispering.

      “I do, and I know you’ve read most of the files on those individuals, and you know it too.”

      At one time, that had been true, and the information on her targets had been enough. She couldn’t stop herself from wondering, though, at what point the lack of morality in taking a life begins to take its toll? What would happen when she truly stopped caring? “Do you still care? I mean, do you care about the choices you have to make, the orders you have to give?”

      He furrowed his brow. “Like tonight? No. Others, sometimes. But that’s not our job to mind.”

      “How much longer do you think they’ll keep us away from Sziveria?”

      Annoyance flickered in his gaze; he lifted his chin towards her. “Why are you asking all this?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Finally getting homesick, I guess.”

      He sighed and turned his attention back to the fire, poking the unburnt pieces of paper into the flames. “I’m not.”

      His answer took her by surprise. “Really? There’s no one you miss?”

      “I left nothing behind in Sziveria.”

      Katria recognized from his tone that the topic was closed. Spending three years in the man’s company had given her unique insights, and this was one of them. When Sean finished talking, he was done. Since he rarely spoke about his life, she’d get nowhere with more questions.

      Neither of them had given up much personal information in their three years together. Since nothing could grow beyond what was written on a piece of paper for them to accomplish, they worked hard at keeping their relationship professional.

      As she walked past his brooding form, watching the hint of muscles play under his shirt, she reminded herself that the less she knew about Sean Blackbain, the better.

       

      “Coms check one – Kat reply. Over,” Sean’s deep voice came into Katria’s ear. She gritted her teeth against the little thrill that rolled in her belly. An unwelcome reaction she wasn’t allowed to have.

      “This is Kat, coms check one. Over,” she replied, and then released the mic button. The bulky black radio box attached to the belt at her hip utilized magnetic power through friction. She’d shaken it the entire trip to make sure the unit was fully charged.

      The rest of the team checked in as Katria sprinted up flights of stairs, rifle case slung across her back. Small windows let in dying golden light, barely illuminating the narrow passage up. By the fifth floor, her muscles protested, but she pushed through the burn in her thighs and the ache in her chest. On the seventh floor, she conducted a thorough sweep, ensuring she was alone. Only a rat scurried into a dark corner in the last room she checked.

      She pressed her mic button. “Seventh floor secure, setting up in the center window. Over.”

      “Acknowledged.”

      Katria knelt and pulled the case off her back. She set the bulky container on the dusty wooden floor in front of her. Long shadows blanketed the floor. Dying light provided enough illumination for the task at hand. Years of practice allowed her to assemble the rifle in seconds. She eased a window open enough to slide her barrel into position and then looked through the scope.

      “Making entry onto the second floor,” Kevin’s voice said into her earpiece. “Ballroom is full of guests, I wasn’t noticed. Over.”

      A faint creak sounded behind her. Katria snapped her head around and stared at the door to the room where she sat. Her free ear strained to hear another sound while she watched for telltale shadows that she wasn’t alone.

      Nothing.

      Stupid rats.

      She let out a breath and went back to looking through the scope at the party in the house below, watching for any signs that someone suspected Kevin’s intrusion.

      From her vantage point, she had a clear view of the entire street, the front of the house, the gardens, and the walkway. A house staff meandered up a path, lighting lamps as the last of the sun’s rays disappeared over the horizon. The party seemed to be going smoothly enough for her to relax some. She crossed her legs and rested her rifle on the floor in front of the window. When Kevin gave the word, he was on the way out, she’d reengage.

      A board creaked, sharper, closer. Katria sucked in air. That was definitely not a rodent. She lifted her rifle and swung around as a groaning man, eyes rimmed red, drool flowing from his slack mouth, shuffled into the room. At one time, he appeared to have been a builder, if the simple canvas pants, suspenders, and long-sleeve shirt were any indication. Fingers twitching at his sides, his feet lumbered in heavy boots unevenly, his sole purpose now to find a victim. Gone was the man he’d once been.

      Katria suppressed the urge to scream and reached for her mic button. The movement made the infected man notice her. He charged, fast. His weight slammed her into the rotting wall between the windows. The thin plaster caved beneath the force, splintering into the air around her. Brick and pieces of broken wood bit into her back.

      All her strength focused on keeping him at arm’s length. His power was no longer his own, driven by the virus’s impulses. She’d seen how this story played out far too many times. It took all her mental fortitude not to panic. If his gnashing mouth bit any part of her flesh, or the spittle foaming at his mouth made its way into hers, she’d suffer the same fate within two weeks.

      The diseased man pressed closer until her biceps burned and trembled with the effort to keep him away. Terror ate at her, and she cried out. Sweat dotted her forehead and slid between her breasts. The only choice she had was to somehow kick him far enough away to reach one of her pistols under the window, which would send her to the ground, more vulnerable than she was now.

      “Something’s not right,” Kevin’s voice said across the coms. “He’s not in his room, and I’m looking at his itinerary. The meeting is happening now. Over.”

      “Say again, over,” Sean replied.

      “We were given the wrong information. The trade meeting was scheduled for tonight, started almost a half hour ago, not tomorrow. Over.”

      Shouts and screams drifted up through the open window. Katria tried to twist and get her legs between her torso and the infected mans.

      “People are running from the building in chaos,” Sean’s voice said over the com, the faint clomp of horse hooves on brick echoing across. “Kevin, get out of there. Mason, meet us at the dock we were supposed to go to after we delivered the diplomat. Kat and Kevin, meet me at the carriage in two blocks.” When she didn’t respond, Sean said again, “Kat, do you copy?”

      Katria gave another cry of distress as her body strained to keep the infected at bay. Teeth gnashed too close to her face. Twitching fingers attempted to grab at her, their movements uncoordinated. The stench of sickness and rot made breathing difficult. Stuck, without much hope, she couldn’t stop a tear from sliding down her cheek. How was she going to escape?
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      The silence on the other end of the radio made Sean’s heart thump too hard. He didn’t waste another second. Jumping off the carriage, he bolted across the street. The side door into the building Kat occupied hung open, and he slipped in on a soundless stride. Adrenaline flowing through his veins, he took the stairs two at a time, sliding across the dusty landings. He wanted to call out. To hear her voice. To know she was okay. But if she wasn’t, he didn’t want to alert anyone waiting.

      Just a communication failure, he assured himself, to keep calm.

      When he reached the seventh floor, he unsheathed his knife and entered the quiet hall on light feet. He did a quick visual search and saw no one else on the floor, at least not in the hallway. A strained shout from a central room told him where to go, and that she wasn’t alone. He pressed his back to the wall beside the door and glanced in. Cornered into the wall, Kat attempted to keep her assailant at bay. Sean let out a curse as he took in the man’s thin frame, disheveled clothes, and his sharp snapping of teeth.

      Sean vaulted into the room. The second he reached the attacker, he grabbed a handful of greasy hair and yanked. “Move! Now!”

      The infected man jolted back. Sean dropped the knife and broke the man’s neck with a rapid twist. Kat landed on the floor with a heavy thump. She quickly scooted away, the body slumping near her legs in a loose pile of flesh and bone, the teeth still snapping, the reanimated brain not knowing the body was now useless. Sean grabbed the back of the infected man’s clothes and dragged him to the farthest corner, careful to keep from coming in contact with any fluids. In a few minutes, or a few hours, the virus animating the corpse would die, too, and only a dead body would remain. The eerie gnashing of his teeth was something they’d have to tolerate.

      “Are you okay?” He knelt beside Kat and examined her, looking her over, turning her wrists. He took her chin in his hand and lifted her jaw, checking her throat. He searched her clothes for any damp spots.

      “I’m fine,” she said, breathless. “He didn’t get to me.”

      Before he could stop himself or even realize what he was doing, Sean gathered her into his arms and held her tight to his chest. Trembling, she wrapped her arms around him. His hand smoothed down the long length of her braided hair as relief flowed through him. Little chunks of grainy plaster fell through his fingers to the floor.

      “You’re okay,” he assured himself more than her.

      “I checked… I don’t understand. I searched, Sean. This floor was empty. And… the infected don’t have the cognitive skills to climb stairs. H-how did he get in?”

      Sean pulled back, his hand still resting in her hair. “I don’t know. You didn’t hear anything?”

      “Just a board creak. I thought it was a rat, and then I heard another, and that’s when he…” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “That’s when he came in.”

      “Maybe he was in a closet. They can still open doors.”

      She shook her head. “No, I searched everywhere.”

      “Okay,” he spoke in a calm tone to subdue her rising panic. He rested his chin on top of her head. “What does that leave?”

      Her fingers tightened on his back. Every muscle in her frame went rigid. “That someone is as skilled in covert missions as we are, and dropped an infected man onto my floor to kill me?”

      Sean sat back on his heels and resisted the urge to take her face in his palms. He wouldn’t take the chance touching anyone’s skin, especially hers, until after he washed his hands. “They failed. You are fine. And if they sent in a zombie for a man, it’s because they knew they couldn’t best you. They would fail.”

      She nodded, her lips parting, and Sean made the mistake of focusing on them. For three years, he’d avoided becoming too personal with her unless necessary, such as needing an accurate gauge of her mood or treating her for an injury as the team's medical science officer. Now he found himself inches from her mouth. He moved closer, the slightest shift of his weight. She didn’t shy away. Her anticipation was strong enough to saturate the air, settling in his blood, urging him to act on the compelling need to kiss her.

      “What’s going on? Sean? Kat? I’m at the carriage. Where are you two? Everything all right?”

      Kevin’s interruption pulled them both back to reality, and Kat’s arms fell away as Sean stood. She cleared her throat and blinked. Sean did the same, turning his back to her. What had he been thinking? He hadn’t been. A mistake he couldn’t make again. 

      Katria stared at the corpse and the puddle of infectious saliva pooling from its gaping mouth. The body twitched and shivered, but the snapping of his jaws had stopped. She shuddered in revulsion tinged with fear and quickly looked away, gathering her case and rifle. Slinging the closed carry case over her back, she kept the gun free. Positioning it under her arm, she followed Sean out, not bothering to glance behind. She kept close, as per her training. Of course, if she were sincere, she’d also admit she felt safer near him.

      Rescues were part of their job description. Each of them had needed one at some point. This one had been different. After it was over, Sean had held her. Actually held her close to his strong chest, near enough for the warm, smoky scent of him to envelop her and make her forget rational thought. For the first time in the three years since she left home, she’d felt safe, secure in a moment. She knew nothing would happen to her. Sean wouldn’t allow it.

      There was also the matter of the near kiss, but she quickly pushed that away. Under no circumstances could a repeat happen.

      They arrived at the alley. Cool air brushed her face. She ignored tendrils of loose hair floating around her and kept her focus on getting to the safety of the carriage. Whoever had attempted to unleash a rabies-syndrome-infected man on her might decide to go double with the three of them, or worse.

      Kevin held the carriage door open for Kat, and she threw her case in before climbing inside.

      “What happened?” Kevin inquired, helping her since she refused to release her rifle.

      Sean jumped into the driver’s seat. “Someone managed to get an infected man onto the seventh floor after she’d cleared it.”

              “What?” Kevin asked, shocked.

      Sean shrugged and shook his head. “I have nothing. Well, nothing I want to consider.”

      “I do… and I don’t like it,” Kevin stated as he closed the door.

      The carriage jostled as he joined Sean, and Katria rested inside against the seat. She wanted to know their theory, but the adrenaline from the attack was wearing off, and she suddenly found herself exhausted.

      Slowly, her fingers slid along the cool metal of the gun’s barrel, lying on her lap, to the slightly warmer wood, her mind lost in thought. The trusted weapon had been ineffective to her this time. Even her pistols had been of no use. She’d had no way to get to them. Before the next directive, she’d find a way to remedy that. There had to be another means to make her method of safety more accessible.

      They came to a stop, and Katria sat up, glancing out the window. A small cutter ship sat bobbing in a soft current, the rising full moon casting long silvery shadows along the single sail.

      Sean opened the door and motioned for her to exit. They walked at a clipped pace to the boarding ramp. Mason was waiting on deck. The deep frown on his handsome face made Katria’s stomach drop.

      He held up a slip of paper. “Summons to return to Haven City.”

      Sean took the note from him and unfolded it.  His scowl matched Mason’s. “Well, it appears someone set us up to fail.  They knew we wouldn’t accomplish the mission. No way we could have with the information we were given. The diplomat was infected and I bet he went active, like the man Katria had to deal with.”

      Kevin cursed. “Who would have done that?”

              “Either we’ll find that out in Haven City, or we’re in some deep trouble because someone purposefully made sure this night was a fiasco.”
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      Three days later

      First Intelligence Office

      Haven City, Sziveria

      
      Despite a strong urge to reach for Kat’s hand, Sean resisted. Anxiety flowed from her in waves, crashing into him and setting him further on edge. She kept fisting and unfisting her hands at her sides, exhibiting the nerves the rest of them were too proud to show. The moment they’d set foot onto Sziverian soil, a member of the FIO had been waiting for them.

      While Mason and Kevin had returned to their homeland in the past three years, Sean and Kat had not. The homecoming wasn’t the one he had been expecting. Then again, he wasn’t sure what he’d ever anticipated of a city that held nothing except bad memories.

      One more certainly wouldn’t matter.

      Ryan Voklane’s office door was partially open. After a quick knock of warning, the team stepped inside. Two chairs sat before his desk, and he motioned towards them. Sean gave a nod for Kat to sit, and he took the chair beside her. Mason and Kevin lingered closer to the door.

       Perhaps it was just a show of power, but Ryan ignored their presence, continuing to work on a document in silence. When he finished, he folded his hands over the paper and looked at each of them before speaking. “I’m sure I don’t need to say why you’re here.”

      “One failed mission and suddenly we’re at the bottom?” Sean couldn’t help but ask.

      “You don’t fail.”

      “We aren’t given misinformation, either.”

      Voklane tilted his head. “Misinformation?”

      “Our instructions were to given to us on the day of the assignment. We barely had time to prepare a plan, let alone enact one.”

      “Those orders had been delivered three days before.”

      Sean furrowed his brow. “We didn’t get them.”

      Ryan sighed and shuffled through a stack of papers on the corner of his desk. He removed a pale green folder and opened it. “Sent on the seventeenth of April to Wilhelm, Gaula. Delivered on the twentieth of April for execution. I have all the signatures here.”

      Sean accepted the folder and looked it over. “Who is Kenneth Linray?”

      Ryan shrugged. “A courier we hired.”

      Handing it back, Sean said, “Well, he didn’t do his job. He lied.”

      “I’ll look into it,” Ryan said as he accepted the closed folder. “In the meantime, you’re home until further notice. I’m sure you already know, but the diplomat did indeed have HRS. He killed every person in the meeting and managed to get into a party taking place down the hall, where he infected several attendees. They aren’t dead yet, but they might as well be. Cairo is understandably upset. We’d promised to take care of it.”

      “And we would have.”

      “Yes, well, would have doesn’t work for them,” Ryan sighed. “I’ll look into this failure of assignment notification and try to talk to Arch Guardian Synintel. As you said, one failed mission in three years is more than acceptable. You all set an impossibly high standard for yourselves.”

      “So just go home?” Mason asked from the doorway.

      Ryan nodded. “Yes, go home. Sean and Kat, you need to maintain your cover nation-side, so I’m sure you’ll understand if you keep your marriage up for appearances’ sake.”

      Sean’s heart skipped a beat. Their what? “Excuse me?”

      “Your marriage,” Ryan said slowly, looking at Sean as if he should have understood the words the first time.

      Sean glanced at Kat, who’d gone ashen. “So… we’re expected to be on an assignment in Haven City as husband and wife?”

      “No, you are husband and wife, just as you have been for three years. Come on, you two, nothing has changed just because you are home. Your government contract work isn’t over yet, so neither is the marriage.”

      Kat raised a shaky hand. “Um, we never married, Mr. Voklane.”

      Ryan rolled his eyes. The legs of his chair scraped against the floor as he stood. He went to a cabinet and, after thumbing through it, pulled out a file. He placed it on top of the cabinet and sifted through pages until he found the one he needed. Back at his desk, he handed it across to them. “Three years ago, signed and dated, done deal.”

      Kat reached for the page, but Sean was faster. He scanned the contract, focusing on his name and the concise, binding document that legally united them in marriage. Behind him, Kevin let out a bark of laughter.

      “Well, I think we have completed our part here,” Kevin said. “Mason?”

      “But,” Mason protested.        

      “Let’s go,” Kevin said, dragging the sputtering logistical expert from the office.

      Sean suppressed the rising anger filling him and held up the paper. “Is this our copy? The copy you didn’t bother to give us?”

      “Yes, you can keep that one. We have several more, including the one filed with the Records Department.”

      The urge to crush the paper in his fist was almost too strong to ignore. Instead, he handed it to Kat and stood. “I suppose you’ll be in touch when you have information about the communications failure for our assignment.”

      Ryan turned his attention back to the documents he’d been working on when they walked in, effectively dismissing them. “Of course.”

      Sean left without another word. Behind him, Kat’s quick footsteps fell. He knew he should stop, say something, anything, but words escaped him. While neither of them deserved what had just happened, she really didn’t deserve it. Husband material, he was not. Sean wasn’t looking forward to the moment she realized who the government had forced her to marry.

      Black wooden cabs for hire, their horses waiting in trained patience, formed a long line in front of the imposing drab, gray building. Sean bounded down the wide stairs to the sidewalk, weaving his way through the moderate traffic. He motioned to the first cabby, who looked his way. When he reached the vehicle at the start of the line, he opened the door and waited for Kat.

      She hesitated before climbing in. Sean gave the address to his Haven City house and then joined her.

      Once they were moving, he chose to look at Kat. The view outside wasn’t one he relished. He knew he’d see clean, red brick buildings of varying heights lining neat, brown brick streets. Carriages of different classes, from wealthy, ornately painted boxes to small open buggies, mixed with ariots, vehicles run by magnetic engines harnessing the power of positive and negative attraction, on the wide roads. Since only the extremely wealthy and the government could afford the small vehicles, they found themselves outnumbered. Any part of town they’d travel through would yield the same sights, plus a few trees or ornately decorated front yards, and towering greenhouses in the back.

      Kat stared down at the document that had sealed their fate so many years ago without their knowledge. The clop of hooves on brick kept uncomfortable silence away.

      “Anything we should know specifically?” he asked.

      She gave a slight start, her eyes meeting his for the briefest second before returning to the paper. “Like, how to get out of it? Only if one of us dies.”

      “Great,” he replied sarcastically.

      “Are we going to your house?”

      “Yes.”

      Her jaw tightened, and her fingers gripped the paper tightly enough for it to crinkle. “What sort of announcement do you think they made?”

      “I don’t know. I’m positive, though, that Voklane was kind enough to make sure a copy is waiting for me.”

              “I never thought I’d want to shoot someone before today,” she remarked softly.

      “Yeah, he has a way of doing that to people,” Sean agreed. With a sigh, he sat forward and braced his elbows on his knees. “Listen…”

      Kat shook her head quickly and pressed her back into the seat. “I’m not ready to discuss specifics. Not yet.”

      “Fair enough. However, there’s one thing we need to discuss, and I don’t want to wait.”

      “All right.”

      “We’ve been married for three years,” he began, a tightness forming in his chest. “And I…” He ran his fingers through his hair, suddenly unable to meet her gaze. “I wasn’t exactly…”

      “You didn’t know,” she whispered, seeming to understand where he was going with his inept confession.

      “Well, I know now, okay?”

      She simply nodded.

      The carriage came to a stop in front of his three-story brick house. Kat gasped as she looked out the window. “This is where you live?”

      “It’s fairly small by society’s standards for a ranked guardian.”        

      She raised a brow. “You’re a ranked guardian?”

      Sean stared at her. Was it possible she didn’t know him beyond the first and last name he’d given her all those
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