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      She was exquisite violence. There was no other way to describe her. Normally, Jinx Shadowborne wouldn’t have given her more than a passing glance.

      But she was impossible to ignore.

      She wore competence and war like an accessory. Her posture bled experience, especially since she was in this dive hole, alone.

      With no visible weaponry.

      Only a woman of extreme stupidity would dare enter a dive as sorry as the Hunting Ground alone.

      Or one more than capable of taking care of herself.

      Indeed, predatorial grace bled out from every pore of her lithe body. The way she slid her glance around to cover every inch of the bar to how she stood with her weight equally distributed.

      If someone came at her, they wouldn’t be able to unbalance her easily. She’d have them on their ass faster than they could blink.

      He was impressed. She was a well-trained warrior.

      But it wasn’t just that. She was incredibly beautiful. Dark copper skin that matched her sharp pale eyes.

      A walking contradiction of beautiful destruction. Human body with black Andarion warrior braids. In fact, if it wasn’t for the light blue of her eyes and human teeth, she’d pass for Andarion.

      Was she a hybrid?

      “Jinx? Did I lose you?”

      He blinked at the voice in his ear. “Sorry, Savage. Distracted.”

      “Since when?”

      Never. But for some reason, he couldn’t take his eyes off her as she went to the bar to order a drink.

      Forcing his gaze away from her, Jinx scanned the occupants again. “This was a complete waste of time. No one’s coming.”

      “Told you it was bullshit.”

      “I know. But I still say I’m on to something.” He frowned as he noted a man entering the bar. He looked like he had potential. “Hey, Sav, we might have a winner. Let me call you back.”

      “Be careful.”

      “Always.” Jinx tapped his ear to close his link as he watched the man who stood out in this crowd as much as the woman did.

      He wasn’t just a freelance assassin. This man had some serious skills.

      And he looked to be heading this way. Maybe this was the informant who’d contacted Jinx.

      At least that was his thought until the man veered off to the table where the woman had taken her drink.

      To her credit, she didn’t appear shaken at all by the man’s obvious attempt to intimidate her.

      She leisurely sipped her drink as if he weren’t glaring at her with murderous intent.
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        * * *

      

      “You know, Eve, today’s a good day to die. But it’s an even better one to make the other asshole pay.”

      Eve Erixour passed a droll, unamused stare at the hired enforcer in front of her who’d dared to interrupt her Happy Hour at her favorite pub.

      Sicarius Veneficus. Tall. Smug.

      Dirtbag.

      And it pained her to admit just how handsome he actually was, with his well-toned physique, dark brown hair and eyes so pale they seemed to glow. Though he’d be a lot more attractive if he didn’t have that venomous air around him that said he’d rather gut someone than talk to them.

      ‘Course a lot of folks said that about her, too. But she, at least, tried to mitigate it.

      He, on the other hand, flaunted it like a prized trophy.

      “Tell your pimple that I don’t have his money.”

      Sicarius arched a brow at her and the nonchalant boredom in her tone. He glanced around the crowded bar, knowing as well as she did that if he shot or beat her in here no one would notice or care. Which was one of the reasons she liked this place so much. “You’re really going to make me do this?”

      “I’m not making you do anything, but I don’t have the money. So if you’re willing to get bloody, so am I.”

      He let out a tired sigh before he took a step forward.

      Eve braced herself and moved her hand to her blaster, under the table.

      Yet before he could reach her, a giant shadow blocked his path. “There a problem?”

      Sicarius tensed as he sized up the new threat.

      So did Eve.

      Not just because she wasn’t expecting anyone to intervene on her behalf, but because of who was intervening.

      A League assassin.

      What the hell?

      Even taller than Sicarius, who towered over most, the assassin was fierce.

      And gorgeous.

      All masculine power and lethal grace. Like the finely-honed killing machine they’d trained him to be.

      Yet for all that threat, Sicarius didn’t back down. “This is private business. Has nothing to do with The League.”

      “Really?”

      Sicarius nodded. “Really.”

      The assassin clicked his teeth. “See, I’m afraid I’m going to have to differ with you about that. Being that you’re a hired thug for Rufus Syter.”

      Eve wasn’t sure which of them was the most shocked by his words. Mostly because it was true.

      How had the assassin known that?

      Why would he care?

      “I’m not doing anything wrong. Just collecting a legal debt for a loan the lady took out.”

      The assassin gave him a cold grin. “You’re not. But your boss is doing all kinds of things that are questionable. So let me tell you how this is going to end. You’re going to walk out of here and leave Zarana Erixour alone, then you’re going to make a call and tell Syter that he will forgive her all debts or else her League friend will make sure the Prime Commander gets a file with enough dirty deeds to see to it that your boss isn’t accorded a trial. Just a rather unpleasant execution. Understood?”

      She saw his urge to argue, but Sicarius knew what she did. The League was law. And given that this assassin was dressed all in black, he was one of their highest-ranking members.

      No one argued with their high command.

      No one.

      So he inclined his head respectfully. “Understood.” And with that, Sicarius headed for the exit.

      Eve was stunned by what had just happened. And her mind kept repeating one thing. This was a League assassin.

      They killed people.

      For any reason they wanted. Real or made up. There was nothing anyone could do. To draw on them was a death sentence.

      They made the law, and they were deployed to annihilate whatever target their bosses fixated on.

      Man. Woman. Child.

      Varmint.

      Didn’t matter. They had no choice and no say.

      Kill or be killed.

      Good deeds were as nonexistent to them as common sense to the average person on the street.

      “Why would you help me?”

      He shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t like people abusing their power over others.”

      “But you work for The League.” That was how they ran their business and their government.

      “I was conscripted into The League. There’s a big difference.”

      True. The only way out for an assassin was death. The League never allowed them to leave. They owned them. “Still, you work for the bad guys.”

      “Yeah, I do.” And with that, he headed for the exit.

      Eve mentally kicked herself for her stupidity.

      And her rudeness.

      Rising from her seat, she caught up to him and took his arm to pull him to a stop.

      He immediately twisted and reached for her throat, then caught himself before he made actual contact.

      Wincing, he held his hands up and stepped back from her. “Sorry. Not used to anyone touching me unless they’re attacking.”

      “And I attacked when I should have just said thank you. But like you, I’m not used to anyone doing something for me unless they want something in return.”

      “Guess we both spend a lot of time around assholes.”

      Those words caught her off-guard and made her laugh. “More than you know . . . So, is there a name to go with that whole let-me-kick-your-ass persona or do I just call you Cutie Pie?”

      “Pardon?”

      She smiled at his shock. “Yeah, guess you’re not used to anyone teasing you, either, are you?”

      “No. Not really.”

      “You guys do have names, though, right?” Now that she thought about it, she’d never heard of them referred to as anything other than assassins or by their ranks. And none of them she’d ever seen had a name listed on their uniforms. It was as if The League didn’t think they were important enough to have them.

      “Jinx.”

      She scowled at that.

      What a peculiar name. And it seemed rather playful for someone who killed for a living. “Really?”

      “Technically Jinxanthus, but most people get bored after the first syllable so . . .” He shrugged.

      She laughed again. “You are nothing like I thought an assassin would be.”

      “Oh I can go back to being a total dick if you want. That’s really easy for me.”

      No doubt. It seemed to be the natural state of being for most people, these days. “That’s okay. Like you said, I get enough of that already. I like the change of pace.”

      He inclined his head to her. “Well, it was a pleasure meeting you.”

      “You, too.”

      And then he headed off, leaving her with a weird pang in her chest that she couldn’t explain.

      How weird was that?

      She wasn’t the kind of woman who cared about men as a rule. They were nice whenever she had a biological itch to scratch, but that was all she wanted one for.

      Men came with baggage and her life was screwed up enough. Last thing she wanted was more drama or more complications.

      But something about Jinx . . .

      You’re an idiot!

      Assassins were forbidden to have any kind of relationship with anyone. Physical or friendly.

      To do so was a death sentence for them and for anyone dumb enough to try to befriend them.

      But what a shame for a man that fine to be off-limits. Really, that alone should be a crime.

      Oh well.

      Putting it out of her mind, she headed back to her table to find her second-in-command, Jedidiah Tweedle, sitting down with new drinks for her and one for him. “Where were you just now?”

      “Long story.” She sat at the table and knocked back her shot, then took a gulp of her Tondarion Fire to chase it. “Where have you been?”

      Jedi took a much more cautious sip of his alcohol. “Scrounging for contracts, but they’re anorexic right now.”

      Made sense. The League was cracking down on mercenaries and freelancers. Even the Virgyls like the one she used to work for were feeling the bite of League scrutiny in a way they’d never felt before. In the past, The League had left them alone to oversee the conduct of their members. But lately, The League had been randomly auditing each Virgyl and then shutting them down and executing all members who held permits for bounty hunting and assassination.

      For no reason other than the Prime Commander was a paranoid piece of shit convinced that one of the Virgyls was going to send an assassin after him to end his life.

      He was far more likely to die at the hands of one of his own than from a hired blaster.

      Idiot.

      But there was nothing they could do, other than try to survive until nature took its course.

      And it always took its course. Paranoid assholes never made it long.

      Jedi pulled the tie from his hair and released the mass of unruly dark curls that fell to the middle of his back.

      Eve reached for the bottle and poured another drink. “Did you talk to your friend Syn?”

      “He was in the middle of something. Said he’d call as soon as he could.”

      Damn the timing. “I can’t stand the thought of my sister rotting in prison over our father’s stupidity. I have to get her out of there.”

      “I know, hon. Doing everything I can. Syn’s our best shot. He actually escaped prison.”

      “Yeah, but you said he had help on the inside.” Jayne didn’t.

      Eve winced at the horrors she was sure her sister was facing every waking minute. While they were both hardcore gutter rats who knew how to hold their own, it still wasn’t the same as having to fight for every scrap and breath in such a hell hole.

      If anyone touched her baby girl, she’d hand feed them their intestines.

      But there was nothing she could do while she was out here and Jayne was locked up.

      Frustrated, she slammed her glass down on the table. “This isn’t helping. I need to go and at least make my brain think it’s doing something constructive.” She got up and sighed, wishing she’d not been so quick to send her assassin friend on his way.

      Maybe he could have shared some intel about Jayne’s habitat.

      Most likely not, but it could have been worth a shot.

      Jedi stood up and left his half-finished whiskey to follow after her.

      “You don’t have to come with me, you know?”

      “In the mood you’re in . . . yeah, I do. There’s no telling what kind of trouble you’ll find on your own.”

      She laughed at the truth of that statement. God help whoever came across her tonight. She might gut them just for the distraction.

      Contract or not.

      Jedi held the door open for her. “I know you don’t like working with the Tavali, but the Septs are looking for Runners.”

      She grimaced at the mere thought as they left the bar for the deserted street. Being that Jed had been raised in the Septurnum Tavali Nation, that was always his go-to for anything they needed.

      But there was one problem. “They don’t pay contract help enough to make it worth our while.” Especially given the danger. If they were caught blocking League officials from the pirates, they could be executed for it.

      If they were caught with Tavali cargo or gear, they’d be tortured and then executed.

      Given how little the Tavali paid for that kind of risk . . .

      Not worth it.

      “I’d rather find a war to fight in.”

      Jedi snorted. “We have plenty of those to choose from.”

      Sadly true.

      Even sadder was that the pay wasn’t much better and you usually had to wait longer for it.

      Damn. She had to do something to up her revenue stream. Killing and maiming bad guys didn’t pay what it used to.

      Eve paused as she suddenly heard something off in the distance.

      Instinctively, her hand went to her blaster.

      What the hell was that?

      She gently pulled Jedi behind her so that she could stare into the dark.

      “What’s going on?” he whispered.

      She gestured for him to stay put as she crept toward the alley behind them. It could just be vermin scurrying. A hobo finding a spot for a bed or a drink.

      Or something much more lethal.

      Since her life hung in the balance, she wanted to assess the threat before she casually dismissed it.

      Making sure to cling to the shadows, she skimmed them until she was at the opening and could peer in without being seen.

      At first glance, it looked empty.

      Until she saw something out of place. Most would never have seen it, but most people weren’t part Andarion. They didn’t have her heightened vision or hearing that she’d inherited from her grandmother.

      Indeed, humans passed off her darker complexion and tall, athletic build as Hyshian and she let them. The only hint she had of her Andarion genes was her black hair that she kept in warrior braids and the paleness of her blue eyes that were almost silver in color. But again, people just assumed it was a human color since she lacked the traditional Andarion fangs.

      That was fine by her.

      She liked catching others unawares.

      But she didn’t want anyone sneaking up on her . . .

      Slowly, carefully, she crept toward the outline of a boot, while making sure to stay attentive to the shadows around her where an accomplice might be lurking.

      Eve pulled the light out of her pocket and used it to illuminate the alley.

      Only trash and filth littered the forgotten area. Until the beam reached the boot. She followed that up a long, long leg that was wrapped in a black League uniform.

      A uniform she’d seen not long ago . . .

      “Holy fuck!” Jedi’s low, unexpected voice made her jump.

      “Damn It, Jed! You scared the shit out of me! Make some noise when you move!” How anyone so tall could be so quiet, she’d never understand.

      Of course, his ability to move like a ghost was exactly why she’d hired him, but at the moment . . .

      It only made her want to shoot him.

      “Sorry. I didn’t know what you were doing and I was worried.” He took the light from her and shined it on the face of the very man who’d saved her. “That’s an assassin, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      Jedi turned around and scanned the street and alley. “Is he alone?”

      “Think so. Black suits usually only work solo.” That was what made them so incredibly lethal.

      “Is he First Rank?”

      She shook her head. She’d never seen an assassin that high-ranking, but Jinx was close. Only one rank below. “Second.”

      “You sure?”

      Eve gestured at his uniform. “Third has black skull-and-dagger stitching only. First would have red stitching like our friend, but with a crown over the sword hilt. That makes this guy a Second Rank Commander.”

      “Fuck me. Let’s go.”

      That would be the intelligent thing to do. No doubt, anyone else wouldn’t hesitate to run.

      But she wasn’t normal and most days her intelligence hid like a skittish virgin at a raunchy bachelor party.

      Besides, she owed Jinx for what he’d done. She wasn’t about to pay him back by leaving him here in the gutter.

      “Hold the light.”

      Jedi laughed. “Hold the light? Are you out of your minsid mind? I saw this movie. It ended badly for the idiot with the light and wasn’t any better for the one who went off into the dark.”

      “Would you stop? If he was going to attack, we’d already be dead. Now let me make sure he’s still breathing.”

      “We’re not that lucky and if he is dead, good. Make sure you don’t leave your prints on his body.”

      Rolling her eyes, she groaned at him, then moved cautiously toward Jinx. After the way he’d gone for her throat in the bar, she didn’t want to risk what he might do if she grabbed him while he was injured and delirious.

      In pain, he might not be in control of himself and the last thing she wanted was to be in his line of fire if he thought she was the one who’d harmed him.

      Slowly, she knelt down by his side. “Hey, buddy? You–” Her voice broke off as she saw the blood that soaked his uniform. The bruises on his face.

      This wasn’t a prank or a ruse.

      Someone had gotten the drop on him.

      How, she had no idea.

      Nor did she know why. But the one thing about assassins, they didn’t survive like this.

      A wounded assassin was a dead assassin. And it was obvious that his attacker had believed him dead or else he or she would still be here.

      Which meant they were in danger.

      Looking around more closely, she saw the streaks of blood on the ground that led away from Jinx to . . . She arched her brow as she finally saw another body that had fallen under some garbage.

      Yeah, that was messy.

      Apparently, the two of them had gone at each other, no-holds barred.

      After very successfully killing his “friend,” Jinx had crawled to the wall. By the looks of the bloodstains, he’d been trying to stand and hold himself up against the brick wall before he’d collapsed and passed out.

      Blood was all over the place.

      The two of them had fought like demons.

      Which made sense.

      You tangled with an assassin, you were bound to have a really bad night.

      So who would be that stupid?

      Curious and cautious, she went over to the other body and then pulled up short as she pulled the garbage away from it.

      Are you minsid kidding me?

      “What is it?”

      Eve stared in disbelief. “Another assassin.”

      “Dead?”

      Oh yeah. “Unless he’s some species that can live without a head . . . or regenerate a new one, affirmative.” Jinx had made a massive mess of the guy whose head was two feet away from his huge body.

      The look of terror frozen on his face would probably give her nightmares for the next week.

      Awesome. Just awesome.

      Not that she’d blame Jinx since it was obvious the assassin had been trying to kill him.

      But why?

      Eve had never heard of two League assassins fighting like this.

      She frowned as she realized this guy, unlike Jinx, had a name on his uniform. “Sniper.”

      Jed ducked. “Where?”

      She snorted at his automatic response. “Not coming at us. On the ground, here.”

      “He wasn’t very good at his job.”

      She wouldn’t say that. Given his rank, he must have been damn good at it.

      Jinx had just been better.

      “He’s a First Rank Commander.” She glanced over her shoulder at Jedi. “Want to see what their uniforms look like?”

      “It’s all right. I can do without the night terrors of seeing a headless corpse.

      He wasn’t wrong. And right now, she had to get Jinx off the street before someone else found him, especially the authorities.

      “C’mon, Jed. Help me.” She headed back to Jinx.

      “Do what? Cut his throat or roll him?” Typical Tavali thought response.

      “Get him back to my place.”

      Jedi shook his head at her. “Are you fucking crazy? I mean, I know you’re not right in the head. And given your past, I don’t blame you, but–”

      “Jed, I’m serious. Stop bitching and start helping.”

      He didn’t budge. Instead, he gestured at the headless corpse. “Are you blind? He’s an assassin. A League assassin. Top tier who tore the head off another one of his kind for who knows what psycho reason. Only a lunatic would lend aid to one of their ilk.”

      “And I remember people telling me the same thing about a certain human I found in a gutter and dragged home.”

      “I was a Tavali pirate who’d lost my Canting. Big difference. Worst thing I’d have done was steal some creds and maybe your jewelry. This guy will tear your head off. Literally!” Again, he gestured wildly at the other body.

      Eve sighed. “I’m not going to argue with you while he’s this close to death. Get your gigantic ass over here and lend me a hand.”

      He groaned like a stabbed lorina. “Fine. But if he comes to, my name is Serta and you don’t know me.”

      “Whatever.”

      Making a huge production of the fact that he was helping her in spite of his wishes, Jed grabbed Jinx’s arms and pulled him up. “Sheez! The bastard weighs more than I do. You just had to pick a giant motherfucker, didn’t you?”

      “Oh my God, Jedi! Really?”

      “You carry him and see how much you complain. Trust me, I know you. It’d be a lot.” With a fierce growl, he managed to get Jinx over his shoulder.

      Then bumped his head into the wall.

      “Could you try not to add to his injuries?”

      Jedi arched his brow. “Why? I still say we should cut his throat and roll him.”

      “You are terrible. Take him to my place and be careful about it.” She bent over and retrieved Jinx’s sunglasses from the alley where they’d fallen and looked around for any other items that might belong to him.

      Assured they had everything, she followed after Jed who was swiftly heading for her flat a few blocks away.

      Jedi huffed and puffed with every step. “You better pray that there aren’t any cameras around. Last thing I want is to see this footage played at my trial.”

      She snorted at his complaints. “Relax. There’s no surveillance here. It’s why I call this wretched hell home.” Life on the Trigange Outpost was even cheaper than it was in the more civilized regions of the Ichidian universe. Almost everyone here was running from something or someone.

      So people kept to themselves and kept no records about those who lived here or visited.

      Last thing she needed was someone spying on her or taking any kind of note of her comings and goings.

      Her father had tutored her well on keeping a low profile and staying off everyone’s radar.

      For that alone, she didn’t curse him every waking minute of her useless life.

      And thankfully, Jedi remained silent while he carried Jinx the short distance to her home and then dumped him unceremoniously on her couch.

      “I told you not to hurt him any worse.”

      “I don’t think that’s really possible. I mean look.” He gestured at the amount of blood on his own clothing. “You sure he’s not already dead? ‘Cause if I just hauled a corpse that weighs what he does all this way, I really will be pissed.”

      Stepping past him, she double checked Jinx’s breathing. “It’s shallow, but he’s still with us. No thanks to you.”

      “Then the bastard should have helped walk his hulking ass over here.” Jedi grimaced at his blood-stained clothes. “I’m taking a shower before I head home. Last thing I want is to run into any law asshole and get arrested because they think I killed someone.”

      Yeah, that’d be their luck. Have them run the DNA, find out it belonged to an assassin and then she’d have two people she loved imprisoned for something they didn’t do.

      “You know where everything is.”

      “And a ‘thank you, Jedi,’ would be nice.” He headed for her bathroom.

      “Thank you, Jedi,” she called while she moved to make her “guest” a little more comfortable.

      Poor Jinx. No wonder he’d been so feral when she’d touched his arm if this was how he’d always been treated. But that was the thing about League assassins. They were honed killing machines.

      Even without weapons, they were lethal.

      Rumors claimed that they were taught from childhood to kill with their bare hands. Teeth. Whatever it took.

      They were savage.

      Rabid.

      Supposedly, the only thing that kept them in check was that each one came with a kill switch and tracing device. If they stepped over the line or did anything they weren’t supposed to, their bosses could end their lives with the flick of a switch.

      It was what made them so mean.

      Like Jinx had said, they had no choice.

      As young children, they were either taken from their parents, orphaned, or sold into that life. The League was all they knew. All they were allowed to know.

      And almost none of them lived to be more than thirty years old.

      Which made her wonder what category Jinx fell into.

      Orphan. Slave or prisoner.

      Had his parents been like hers and committed some crime that had caused The League to seize custody of him or worse . . .

      Had his parents sold him to be one of their drones.

      As bad as her father had been, at least he’d never done that to any of them.

      Yeah, Egarious Toole didn’t look so bad right now. All in all, he had given them some rather good survival skills.

      And no one deserved to be beaten like this.

      Eve cringed as she peeled back the black battlesuit from his chest and saw the deep knife wounds and horrific scars that crisscrossed his chest and torso.

      As bad as his current wounds were, they were nothing compared to the scars where others had tried their best to end his life.

      Maybe Jed was right. Maybe she should have left him to die. That might have been a kinder fate. But having seen so many people lose their lives for no reason, she just couldn’t stand to see one more person die alone.

      Like garbage in the street.

      Not after what Jinx had done for her.

      Besides, life shouldn’t be like this.

      You know he’s going to kill again. By saving him, there’s no telling how many more innocent lives he’ll take.

      Probably true.

      But she was a paid killer, too.

      You have a choice. You only take contracts on those who deserve to die. He kills whoever they tell him to, regardless of age, gender, or crime.

      Did that really make her a better person, though?

      She had a choice. This man never had been given that.

      If he didn’t kill them, they killed him. For all she knew, this very attack could have been over the fact that he refused to kill a target.

      “And I could have been anything I wanted to be.” A teacher. Musician.

      Well, not really given her family and history, but she liked to pretend that she could have walked away.

      Like Jayne?

      She flinched at the voice in her head.

      Yeah. Her sister had tried to do that. And what’d happened to her?

      Jayne was rotting in prison for trying to turn her back on their father’s legacy. For trying to get her teacher’s license.

      So much for dreams and stupidity.

      Tooles didn’t get to live normal lives. They weren’t like other people.

      Never mind the fact that she was an Andarion Batur. A Winged Batur, no less. Their entire lineage had been hunted to virtual extinction by a crazed bitch.

      So much so, that the only reason her meager branch had survived was because her grandmother had been smuggled off Andaria and hidden while the rest of her family had been brutally slaughtered.

      None of her family should have survived to be here.

      Yet they endured, in spite of all odds.

      All enemies.

      “Like you.” She brushed the hair back from Jinx’s bruised cheek.

      Sighing, she carefully cleaned and set his wounds. That was another thing she could thank her father for. When it came to field dressing and medical knowledge, she could run her skills up against just about any doctor.

      “God, how I hate you, Paka.” He better be roasting in Tophet for what he’d done to them.

      But again, if not for him and his psychosis, she wouldn’t have survived the hell that had been her life.

      While she might not have as many scars on her body as Jinx, she definitely had as many on her soul.

      Not wanting to think about that, she quickly covered him with a blanket and cleaned up.

      Just as she finished, Jed returned to the room, toweling his hair.

      He cast a furtive glare at her patient. “I really hope you don’t die regretting this decision.”

      So did she.
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      Eve scowled at Jinx’s small handheld device that kept beeping. It kind of reminded her of a link, but there was no way to answer it.

      “Are you a tracking device?”

      “No.”

      Gasping, she started to pull her blaster. But before she could clear the holster, she was disarmed.

      Terror engulfed her as she faced a full-blooded Andarion male.

      Holy shit!

      She barely came up to the middle of his chest. If she’d thought her assassin was large, or Jed, this male towered over both of them.

      “How did you get in here?”

      He smirked and tapped on his insignia that showed he was a First Rank assassin. The top of the elite. “Lucky for you, I mean you no harm.” He deftly drained the charge from her blaster, then returned it to her.

      Without a word, he dropped his backpack on the floor and headed for Jinx.

      Her relief dwindled. “Are you going to kill him?”

      “No.” He picked up the device and moved to her couch. “Jinx?” Gently, he tried to wake him.

      When he didn’t respond, the assassin sighed and took Jinx’s hand in his, then wrapped it around the device. He held up a link to it and hit a playback button. “Shadowborne Chief Agent Reporting.”

      The device went silent.

      Satisfied, he set the device and link on her table. Then he quickly examined Jinx. “Guess you were right and your no-show showed up, after all.”

      Completely ignoring her, he tapped his ear. “Got him, but he’s all kinds of fucked up.” He glanced over at her. “Not sure. Let me do some recon and I’ll report back.”

      Now that she had his full attention, she wished she had a few more inches of height.

      And a lot more weaponry.

      Fear wasn’t a familiar feeling for her, and honestly, she hated it. It normally manifested as anger, which was a very suicidal emotion to have when dealing with a trained, professional killer. “Are you friend or foe?”

      “Not sure.” He pulled his sunglasses off and exposed those eerie white Andarion eyes that were a stark contrast against his dark skin and black braids. “Why did you bring him here?”

      “He was hurt and unconscious.”

      That didn’t seem to placate him. “You understood the danger of what you did, right?”

      “Yeah, but I wasn’t expecting you to come visit.”

      “What were you expecting?”

      Eve paused as she realized that, for once in her life, she hadn’t thought something through. “You know . . . I was a little drunk. A lot of pissed off. Not thinking clearly, clearly. And . . . really didn’t go beyond the fact that there was a guy in the street, bleeding out.”

      “That why you spent the night in your chair, holding your blaster in your lap?”

      “Pardon?”

      A sly grin curved his lips. “Jinx called right before he passed out. You barely got to him before I did.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “He was safer with you than me. I didn’t have anywhere to take him.”

      “Lovely. So what . . . you just spied on me all night?”

      “That’s a lot of what we do.” He picked the backpack up and offered it to her. “There’s medicine and a fresh uniform in there for him, along with a link that’s programmed to reach one of us.”

      She hesitated at taking his pack. “Us?”

      “Yeah. You don’t need our names. But if you need anything, let us know. Our numbers are programmed in. Hit one and one of us will answer.” He picked up the device that had buzzed earlier and the link. “This is Jinx’s checkpoint. It will go off at random intervals, with no rhyme or reason. When it starts vibrating, you need to wrap his hand around it. He’s left-handed. Then play his ID into it just like I did. Can you do that?”

      “Sure. What happens if I don’t?”

      “That alarm turns into a bunch of me, who will break in here and slaughter you both.”

      She arched a brow. “Joke?”

      “No. You miss check-in and Command assumes you’ve gone rogue. You go rogue and they will issue a kill warrant. When you’re as high-ranking as Jinx is, everyone wants to take you down because it’s an automatic rank advancement.”

      “I thought you guys had a kill switch embedded in your brains.”

      He snorted. “Myth. Sort of. They tried it a long time ago, but it didn’t go well for anyone. Enemies hacked the code and exterminated us at will. Doesn’t do a lot of good to have an army of trained killers when one switch can eradicate them.”

      “Good to know.” She set the device and link down. “So, what happened last night? Did Jinx go rogue?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I saw the other assassin in the alley. Why were they fighting?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about and I’m sure you didn’t see what you think you saw.”

      Catching on to the fact that he was giving her a subtle warning to drop the subject, she took the backpack. “Got it.”

      Sighing, he glanced back at Jinx. “We’re not animals, Evelita. In spite of everything, some of us still retain our souls.” He put his sunglasses back on and became instantly terrifying. “Oh and tell Serta–”

      “Serta?”

      “Jedidiah.”

      She laughed at the reminder of Jed’s alias from last night. “You really were there.”

      “Yeah. Tell him that we know where he lives and sleeps. The League sees all.”

      That would terrify him to no end. “You are evil.”

      “Nah. I’m just savage.” And with that, he left so fast that she could barely follow.

      Befuddled by the entire encounter, Eve stood there for several heartbeats trying to decide what to make of what had just happened.

      This had to be one of the weirder moments of her life, which when one considered how screwed up her life was, said a lot.

      But as she stood there, she realized something.

      Curious, she picked it up and played it again.

      “Shadowborne Chief Agent Reporting.”

      Chief Agent would be his rank. Was Shadowborne his surname? Or was it like a Tavali Canting thing?

      Suddenly, it dawned on her just how little she actually knew about the organization that ran pretty much every part of their lives.

      Her gaze fell to his assassin’s tattoo on Jinx’s arm. The League loved to mark its property.

      Just like Jinx the night before, the Andarion had been nothing like she’d expected from one of them.

      They weren’t as cold and unfeeling as they seemed.

      How hard was it for them to always have the air of detachment when they continued to have feelings? She knew from her own experience how much guilt came with every kill. How much grief.

      No one was left unscathed.

      What was it her father had always said?

      Never take a life. The moment you do, two people die. The one you kill and the person you used to be.

      She’d thought him an idiot. Until the day she’d killed her first man.

      Even though it’d been in self-defense and done to protect her sister, it didn’t matter.

      She carried his face and that moment with her every day of her life. It never went away.

      The saddest part was that she’d do it again.

      Anything to keep Jayne safe.

      Family was everything. It was the only thing. Even when she hated them, like her father. Family was what got you through.

      So she couldn’t imagine being like Jinx. Having no one to rely on. No one to protect and no one willing to protect him

      But then there were a lot of things she couldn’t imagine. Such as what the Andarion had left for her.

      Curious, she opened the backpack to find the uniform, link and meds he’d mentioned, but not much else. Toiletries and something that looked like it might be a religious item of some kind.

      Maybe.

      Her link buzzed, startling her. She glanced over and cursed as she answered it. “Jedi, you have got to stop making me jump out of my skin!”

      “Sorry. I just wanted to make sure you were still alive.”

      “I am.”

      “Is the assassin awake yet?”

      “Nope.”

      He cursed. “We’re screwed.”

      “Thank you, Lord Doom and Gloom. I’m going now.”

      He continued to speak as she hung up on him.

      “Where am I?”

      That deep, resonant voice with its cadent accent sent a shiver over her. Somehow, it was a lot more powerful here in her home than it’d been last night inside the Hunting Ground. “My flat.”

      Rubbing his hand over his face, Jinx scowled as if the light bothered his eyes. “Since I’m not dead and my wounds are bandaged, I’m going to assume I don’t need to kill you.”

      She cocked her head at him. “Was that a feeble attempt at humor?”

      “Given the amount of pain I’m in, I thought it was pretty good.”

      Snorting, she dimmed the lights.

      “Thank you.” Now that he could open them, she was stunned by their color. They were the clearest, most vibrant shade of cool steel blue she’d ever seen. “Bathroom?”

      “That way.” She pointed to the door.

      He rose slowly and without a bit of modesty, walked naked through her living room.

      Okay then . . .

      Apparently assassins had no shame or any kind of modesty. Of course, given how perfectly formed he was, she couldn’t really blame him. Last time she’d seen a body that well-made, it’d been artificial.

      Funny how she hadn’t really thought about any of that last night when she’d peeled his battlesuit off to tend his injuries.

      I was drunker than I thought.

      Because how she’d failed to notice what a delectable ass he had on him was beyond her.

      Damn, he was fine . . .

      After a few minutes, he came out with his hair loose and damp.

      “Would you like a towel?”

      He stopped and scowled at her. “Pardon?”

      Eve turned her gaze toward the ceiling even though she could still plainly see the whole of his incredibly lush, sexy body. “Just thought you might want something to cover up with.”

      He expelled a deep breath. “Sorry. Been a long time since I was around civilians.” As he went to pull his battlesuit out of the pack, he stumbled.

      Eve went to him without thinking.

      Jinx couldn’t breathe as he felt soft hands on his flesh. For a full minute, he couldn’t move or breathe as her touch seared him.

      “You okay?”

      Swallowing hard, he nodded. “Yeah.” Now, he was as embarrassed as she’d been given that her touch had caused him to go instantly hard. Luckily, his suit covered it. “I just need a minute.”

      And an ice cold shower.

      To his relief and disappointment, she moved away.

      Damn.

      Thankfully, she turned around to face away from him so that he could dress and hide something she didn’t need to know about.

      “So, what happened last night?”

      He frowned at her question. “How do you mean?”

      “The headless guy in the alley? I’m hoping he wasn’t a friend. If he was . . . not sure I should let you stay here for long.”

      He snorted at her light tone. “Don’t worry. Friends, I bleed out fast. Don’t usually beat them before I kill them.”

      She turned to face him with a slack jaw. “Joke?”

      “Since I have no friends . . . yeah.”

      “Because you killed them?”

      Jinx gave her a droll stare as he fastened his collar. “Really? You went there?” He sat down slowly and grimaced. “You do realize, Evelita Itxara Erixour, that with the number of kills on your balance sheet that you’d only be one rank below me if you were a League assassin, right?”

      Irritated, she held her finger up. “Okay, right there. It is extremely annoying that all of you know so much about me when I know absolutely nothing about you. How do you do that?”

      He pulled his link out, aimed it at her face and then handed it to her. “That shows up on the lens of my left eye.”

      She took the link, looked at the screen, then had to sit down as she saw basically her entire life laid out there. “Are you kidding me? I thought I was off-grid.”

      “Most do . . . they’re not.”

      On and on, the information went. “How much shows up?”

      “Pretty much anything I want to know. Right down to the fact that you had a dog named Fritz when you were eight.”

      “Shit!”

      “Yeah.”

      She turned it around to him and took his picture.

      Nothing showed up.

      “What the hell!”

      He smirked. “We have a different database.”

      “Can you access it?”

      “One more rank and I can.”

      Unbelievable. “So how do you see anything if you have all this info scrolling across your eye all the time?”

      “We can turn it off and on as we need to.”

      “Terrifying.”

      He held his hand up and then tapped his ear. “Shadowborne.”

      Realizing that he was taking a call, she didn’t speak.

      “No, sir. I’m on target. Didn’t see anything last night.” He frowned as he listened to whomever he was speaking to. “No, I haven’t seen him. Last I heard, he was on assignment on Caron.” He listened for a few more seconds. “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      Jinx tapped his ear, then reached for his link.

      She watched as he typed in something.

      Then he tapped his ear again. “Hey, Sav. I know I’m right. Just got a call from Command looking for Sniper. Did Vem get him?” He stared at her while he listened. “Gotcha. I’ll be in touch.”

      She waited until he’d disconnected. “You have to fill me in.”

      He gave her a skeptical grimace. “I don’t have to.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “I took home an assassin that another assassin tried to annihilate. Are you kidding me?”

      Jinx hesitated, not sure if he should say anything. But she was right.

      For what she’d done, her life was in danger already. Keeping the truth from her would only make things worse.

      And for reasons he couldn’t explain, he wanted to protect her. To keep her safe.

      “All right, I’ll trade intel for one thing.”

      Now it was her turn to look skeptical. “That is?”

      “You have anything to eat?”

      She covered her face with her hand. “I’m so sorry. I should have thought of that. You must be starving.” Getting up, she headed for her kitchen. “I don’t get a lot of company.”

      He glanced around her messy apartment. There were clothes draped everywhere and she’d had a pile of dirty underwear in the bathroom. “I can tell.”

      She gave him a peeved glare. “You live alone?”

      “In a barracks . . . with people trained to kill.”

      She grimaced playfully. “Guess you guys try not to get on each other’s nerves, huh?”

      He touched his finger to his brow and saluted her intelligence. “If you don’t mind your mess, we will, and you won’t be happy with the methods we use to train you.”

      Eve cringed at the thought. Though his tone was light, she could only imagine the nightmare of living like that. “How old were you when you were conscripted?”

      “Eleven.” He started to follow her into the kitchen, but she stopped him.

      It was too messy and honestly, she was a bit embarrassed by it and the rest of her place. “My cleaning woman quit. Why don’t you sit at the counter and I’ll see what I have?”

      “Did she quit or surrender?”

      “You’re not funny. She actually had a baby and decided to stay home to tend her newborn.”

      He arched his brow at that. “You trust a person over an AI?”

      “Tough call,” she admitted honestly. “People can be bribed, but an AI can be hacked, so yeah. I’d rather have a life form I can kill should they betray me.”

      “And you think I’m cold-blooded.”

      She passed a side glance as she opened her fridge. “I never said we didn’t have anything in common. And lucky for you, I have enough things in here to make some breakfast.”

      “But do you have any clean dishes?” He passed a sneaky glance to the pile in her sink.

      That irritated her. “I will when I wash a few. So don’t be a smart ass.”

      He held his hands up in surrender.

      Then his device began to buzz.

      With an aggravated sigh, he went to retrieve it.  “Shadowborne Chief Agent reporting.”

      Eve didn’t speak until he returned to sit at her counter. “I get that Chief Agent is your rank. Shadowborne?”

      “League name.”

      She stopped washing her pan to look over at him. “Like the Tavali?”

      He shook his head. “Ours aren’t aliases. The League doesn’t let us keep our real names. Part of our programming. We’re assigned numbers or humiliating insults during training that are supposed to harden us. If we survive training, they give us a name to use after we make our first official kill.”

      Lovely. “So Jinx isn’t your real name?”

      He gave her an adorable smirk that seemed so very unassassin like. “It is. I’m defiant that way. But only those who are almost friends know it.”

      There was no missing the bitterness in his tone. “You really don’t like working for them, do you?”

      “Most of us don’t.”

      Eve returned to scrubbing her pan. “Is that why you’re sharing so much information with me?”

      “Not really. It’s more the fact that this is longest I’ve been around anyone in more years than I can remember who wasn’t a Leaguer. It’s nice to have an actual conversation again.”

      Once more, his device went off.

      Growling in a way that made her remember exactly how dangerous he was, he picked it up and repeated his rank into it. Then he pulled his link out and tapped his ear.

      Eve focused on cooking while he called someone else.

      “Chief Agent Shadowborne. I’m on assignment and I need this to stop buzzing before you give away my position.”

      He rubbed at his cheek, then winced as he accidentally touched a bruise there. “I’m your superior officer and I’m telling you what I’m doing. Now lay off this or, when I return, we will have words and I’m going to wreck your fucking world.”

      His gaze narrowed dangerously. “Yeah, you do that. Make sure you spell my name right. S-H-A-D-O-W-B-O-R-N-E. And get yours right, too. A-S-S-H-O-L-E.”

      He tapped his ear an instant before she burst into laughter.

      “Should I ask?”

      “I just got reported for my language.”

      Her stomach jerked at the thought. “I’m going to assume that’s a bad thing.”

      Jinx gave her a droll stare. “What are they going to do? Beat me?”

      “Are they?” She scrapped the toasted scramble onto a plate and put it in front of him.

      He took the fork that she offered him. “Probably. But, given how much pain I’m already in, I doubt I’ll feel it.”

      She winced at the nonchalance in his tone. “How are you moving?” She was tough, but honestly, if she’d taken a beating like his, she doubted if she’d be able to move for a week.

      Jinx held up a bottle that his friend had brought in with the backpack. “That’s what these are for.”

      “Are those legal?”

      “Hell, no. But we don’t live long enough to have to fear the consequences. Besides, if I grew a third arm, it could help me with my kills.” Winking at her, he placed the pill on his tongue and swallowed it with a bite of her food.

      Aching for him, she went to the fridge and got him some juice.

      By the time she returned, he was almost finished.

      “My God! Slow down and chew! Did you even taste any of that?”

      He paused and put his fork down. “Sorry. Habit. We don’t get a lot of time to eat in the mess hall. Good news is, if you were the worst cook in the universe, I wouldn’t know. It’d still be better than the shit they feed us.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Guess you don’t eat around people outside The League, either.”

      “Not really. They don’t exactly pay us for fear we’ll save up enough to escape.” He took a drink of the juice before he returned to the food at a much more normal pace.

      There was another thing she’d never thought about. “How do you guys function without creds?”

      He held his arm up to show his band. “We charge what we need and, so long as it’s a covered expense, The League takes care of it.”

      “Covered?”

      “If we need lodging, fuel or food while on assignment. But it can’t be extravagant. Just the bare essentials.”

      “What happens if it’s not a covered expense?”

      He gave her a chilling stare. “You go into the Ring and trust me, the Andarions have nothing on what goes down in a League Ring.”

      She winced at his mention of the bloodiest sport on any world. Andarions took their Ring fighting exceptionally seriously.

      And it often was fatal.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He shrugged with a nonchalance she was pretty sure he didn’t really feel.

      Her stomach tight, she dropped her gaze to his tracker. “So, how do you do your job if they bother you like that, all the time?” It had to interfere with their “stealth” operations. Hard to sneak up on someone when your tracker kept buzzing and giving away your position.

      Swallowing the last of the food, he wiped his lips with a napkin. “They’re not usually so obnoxious when they know where we are and what we’re doing. But there’s no eyes here and I should have been back to my barracks last
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