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      Their marriage might be the key to their freedom…

      

      Raina Merrick has spent her life beneath her father’s control, longing for only one thing: freedom. But when the husband she barely knows suddenly returns to her life, everything she thought mattered begins to unravel. Kevin is little more than a stranger, yet the passion he ignites in her is impossible to ignore. Determined to make their marriage work, Raina begins planning for a future, only to realize her actions may ruin the very future she’s trying to build.

      

      Kevin Merrick serves Sziveria as Master Guardian Raiventon, an elite protector bound to the First Intelligence Office. Gifted with the rare interceptor Gen-Heir ability granting him lightning-fast speed and reflexes, he is one of the few capable of protecting Raina from a shadowy threat closing in around her. Bound to her for life through a marriage contract, the unimaginable desire she awakens within him becomes a temptation he can’t allow. Raina would never understand the true cost of forever at his side.

      

      As danger closes in and a deadly enemy makes their move, Kevin’s abilities are tested to the limits. And with desire burning hotter between them by the day, one wrong decision could cost them everything.
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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...
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      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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      Haven City, Sziveria

      May 17th, 835 P.C.E (Post-Cataclysmic Event)

      

      Bitter anger tore through Kevin Merrick, the Master Guardian Raiventon. Not bothering to knock on his father-in-law’s front door, he flung it open. He turned to the left, past the curved staircase leading to the second floor. A servant in green livery with large silver buttons rushed into the foyer, sputtering a protest. Kevin held up his hand and kept walking.

      The dark wooden double doors to the arch guardian’s study were closed against intruders. Kevin ignored the bid for privacy and practically kicked them open, then slammed them shut with equal force. Henry Edmond, the Arch Guardian Synintel, leapt from his seat behind his massive desk. Recognition flared in the older man’s eyes as he braced his hands on the surface and glared.

      “Where in the arctic have you been?”

      Kevin ignored the superior bite in Synintel’s words. “What was your daughter doing alone at Shield Guardian Enbrackon’s house?”

      Synintel smoothed a hand down the front of his long-sleeved maroon silk shirt, the buttons covered by a subtle seam of fabric. Nearing fifty, the arch guardian was fit and solid, knowing that power came not only from presence but also from stature. Gray liberally streaked his dark brown hair, which he kept neatly styled in the military standard he expected of those who worked under him. Of course, not all obeyed that unspoken rule. Kevin watched the faint motion of his hand with interest. The arch guardian was composing himself. He hadn’t liked what Kevin told him.

      “Enbrackon has taken an unhealthy interest in Lorraina these past few months. It’s why I called you home.” Slowly, he returned to his seat. “How did you find out she was at his house? Are you following her?”

      “No, I do not need to spy on my wife. She’s an adult who can make her own decisions. I found out because the shield guardian kidnapped Primary Guardianess Wintersfall.”

      Synintel’s mouth gaped open. Kevin would have laughed if anger weren’t still raw in his gut. “Did he harm her?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “She’s an incredibly valuable asset. To lose her would be to lose our top sharpshooter. My other isn’t exactly a team player.”

      Kevin fisted his hands at his side. “An asset? She’s Sean’s wife and as close to me as a sister.”

      “You saved her, correct?”

      “Yes,” Kevin ground out between clenched teeth.

      Synintel nodded in approval and picked up his pen. “Good.”

      “What of Enbrackon?”

      The arch guardian sniffled dismissively. “What of him?”

      “Why was Raina at his house? And why hasn’t he been arrested for treason? I know, as one of the top-ranking guardians, and only fifth behind the queen-elect, you can’t possibly be ignorant of the discord and illegal behavior brewing in this country.”

      Synintel’s pale brown eyes glanced up at Kevin before returning to the paperwork in front of him. His daughter had inherited those same eyes. “No, I’m not ignorant. As for why Enbrackon wanders free, I have no evidence. He’s cautious. They have been very careful.”

      “Another reason you brought us home?”

      “No, I already told you why I called you home.”

      Kevin frowned and recalled their conversation. “Because of your daughter’s involvement with the shield guardian?”

      Synintel sighed in impatience. “Yes. Now go home, do your job, and keep her safe.”

      Kevin closed the distance to the desk and slammed his fists down on the surface. Ancient snarling bronze dragons on the front corners, from a world one could only read about, jumped and rattled from the force. They sat in the open, daring someone to have the guts to break into the house and steal them. A testament to how powerful the arch guardian considered himself to be. Kevin didn’t really care. Let one fall to the floor and dent. “I have been! For four years, at your every beck and call. I’ve been to every city but this one. I’ve been where you’ve sent us, doing the assignments you’ve demanded of us. So, don’t tell me to go and do my job.”

      A flush crept onto Synintel’s well-shaven cheeks. “I married you to my daughter for one reason, one you agreed to. Keep her secure.”

      Kevin leaned forward. “No, you married me to her so you wouldn’t have to deal with some sniveling fool of a son-in-law.”

      “A sniveling fool, I certainly did not get. I have an impertinent one.”

      “Let me out of the deal, and you don’t have to have one at all.”

      The arch guardian’s eyes flashed. He gripped the pen so tightly that Kevin was surprised the thing didn’t burst in his hand. “You know she made the contract binding for life. Only death or infidelity. Are you ready to admit you whored around on my daughter?”

      Kevin’s jaw ticked, and he took several breaths before he answered. “You’d love for me to say yes, wouldn’t you?”

      Synintel’s grip on the pen lessened. “Not particularly. You are the only one who can protect her.”

      “And how is your end of the bargain coming along? Will I be keeping my master guardian rank?”

      The little annoying sniffle Synintel gave when he didn’t feel a question deserved his attention sounded again in the spacious office. “The next Endowment and Revocation Council meeting is in less than two months.” His eyes took on a hard edge. “I’d suggest my daughter be well away from the shield guardian by that time.”

      Kevin straightened and crossed his arms over his chest. “Or what? You’ll make sure your daughter is married to a baseborn? How do you think she’ll take it? She already believes being a master guardianess is beneath her. I don’t think she’ll survive that blow. You have nothing left to threaten me with. I know you won’t do that to her.”

      “And what of Primary Guardian Wintersfall?”

      Kevin narrowed his eyes. A sinking sensation rolled in his stomach. “What of him?”

      “His title is completely dependent on his staying in service for me. I’d hate for anything to change that situation.”

      “You’d blackmail me with that?”

      Synintel raised a brow. “Would it work?”

      How he loathed this man. “I never said I wouldn’t keep her safe.”

      “Good. I never said I’d be forced to do anything to make sure of that.”

      Kevin flexed his hands, the tightness causing his fingers to ache. “Someday the puppet strings you hold us all by are going to break.”

      An arrogant huff escaped Synintel’s lips. “That day is not today. Make your presence known to society and your wife. There’s a soiree at Shield Guardian Gisburne’s house. The gathering will be crowded, enough people to see you and talk about it. I’ll make sure Kynhaven’s sister is present too. She’s the best gossip columnist in the city.”

      “I don’t have an invitation.”

      Without looking, Synintel opened a drawer to his right. A second later, an envelope rushed at Kevin from across the desk. “Now you do.”

       

      

      Dazzling chandeliers glittered light over jewel-toned fabric and the mingling voices below. Lorraina Merrick, the master guardianess of Raiventon, took in the shuffling scene with little interest. If she weren’t duty-bound to attend at least five social gatherings a month, she’d stay happily sequestered in her gated home. But as the daughter of an arch guardian, she was essentially raised to be royalty, and royalty must always maintain its standards. Her father ensured she understood her role from an early age: duty, grace, and loyalty. Always be the perfect example of all three, at all times.

      A server carrying a champagne tray offered her a drink. Champagne was rare, the grapes only grew in Italyssa with great care. The import showed the guests how wealthy and generous their host was. Raina waved the server away with a flip of her hand, a bow of her head, and a kind smile. He returned the bow and moved on.

      “Why so dull, darling?”

      Raina snapped her attention to the male voice she hated to admit she’d been dreading. She didn’t have the energy to deal with Phipps Geier, the Shield Guardian Enbrackon, tonight. He’d made a point to inform her at their last meeting that she wasn’t pleasing him. As the wife of another man, she'd no right to be anything to the shield guardian but a professional adviser, as he’d asked her to be.

      But Enbrackon wanted more. He’d made his desires very clear. He also wanted more for her. Over the past couple of months, she’d begun to believe he could help free her from her father’s shadow. The question was, how far would she go to make sure that happened?

      Shoving the uncomfortable thoughts away, Raina turned to him with a smile. “Shield Guardian Enbrackon, what a pleasure to see you tonight.”

      Eyes so dark brown they were almost black sparkled in the crystalline light as he bowed over her extended hand. He slicked back his shiny black hair, revealing the smooth planes of a face he considered handsome. Raina considered him pretty. Dressed in the elaborate wealth he personified, nearly every finger glittered with a ring. Only the finest fabric adorned his body in slacks that were purposefully too tight. A silver jacket with attention-grabbing, red embroidery showcased his broad shoulders, yet concealed his rounding stomach, paired with a matching red silk shirt and calf-high, glossy leather boots. A gaudy diamond brooch at his throat completed the ensemble. The outfit, designed to make him stand out visibly in the crowd, achieved its goal.

      Enbrackon placed a fleeting kiss on the back of her hand, his hold lingering longer than socially necessary. “It’s always my pleasure to see you. Why did you pass on the champagne? Truly is the best I’ve had.”

      “I don’t enjoy alcohol.”

      He tsked and motioned for a server. The man appeared before them gracefully, lowering the tray for Phipps. Removing two glasses, he handed one to her. “Come now, darling. If you want to socialize with the top echelon, you must make them feel comfortable. They drink. Champagne is harmless, I think you’ll enjoy it. One sip won’t hurt, now will it?”

      “I don’t think it’ll hurt anything, I just don’t⁠—”

      Phipps sighed and lifted her hand holding the flute nearer to her face. He leaned close so only she could hear his words. “Lorraina, really, you can be so boring. I thought I told you boring just won’t do. While you and I both recognize that you’re above everyone else here, they dislike being reminded of it. And if they sip on wine, or champagne, or whiskey, while you sit with your hands in your lap, they’ll hate you for it. You don’t want to be hated, do you?”

      A strange discomfort built in her chest. She stared at the bubbles in the golden liquid rising to the surface and slowly shook her head. “No, of course I don’t want to be boring or hated.”

      “I thought not. See? What would you do without me? Now, take a sip and smile.”

      The thought of the sharp bite of alcohol hitting her tongue and settling in her mouth made her stomach roll. She swallowed and took a calming breath. “I don’t think I can. I don’t drink, everyone knows, and no one has cared.”

      Phipps cast her a dull stare over the top of his glass. He took a heavy drink before lowering it to his lips. “They cared, they were simply too polite to say anything. Now, one sip. You’ll see. It’s more like bubbly, white grape juice. You like juice, don’t you? No reservations about that?”

      Why did he make it sound as though she were some purist no one could tolerate? She frowned at the glass. Was she? “Don’t be silly, why would I have an aversion to juice?”

      “Because you’re holding its cousin like it’s poison. Drink, Lorraina.”

      The dry, sharp scent of alcohol hit her nose before the bubbles did. She wanted to both gag and sneeze. She quickly lowered the flute. “Not tonight, perhaps next time.”

      Phipps frowned, disappointment clear in the staunch line of his mouth. Again. “You said as much last time, to beautifully crafted red wine no less. Another cousin to juice.”

      Raina took a deep breath, staring at the champagne again. “The cousins don’t seem to agree with me.”

      “Nothing ever does.”

      She lifted her gaze to his and caught the anger in the dark depths of his eyes. “Excuse me?”

      He leaned forward again. His hand snaked around Raina’s upper arm, his fingers biting into the tender inner flesh. “I am tired of your excuses. I try to help you, but you won’t listen. You won’t even try. What do you expect me to do? Work miracles for you? You can’t even take a tiny sip of champagne. Now, take a drink. You will save yourself the future embarrassment of falling flat on your face when you refuse champagne offered to you by a princess and insult the woman into slandering your name all over Sziveria. I know you don’t want that. Someday, you’ll be there. Get comfortable now with what you don’t like.”

      Raina gasped at his painful hold and the image he painted. Of course, she could never refuse something offered to her by a princess. And if the shield guardian was correct, someday she’d be free of her father and could choose her clients, which included princes and princesses. If someone wanted her to handle logistics for them, they wouldn’t have to go through her father first, as they did now. Phipps was right. She had to get past her discomforts if she wanted to move in the circles he promised.

      She ignored the sting of tears in her eyes. With a shaky hand, she lifted the rim of the fragile glass to her mouth. And still she couldn’t. Despite Enbrackon’s words, despite his physical pressure, her mind refused to let the substance pass her lips.

      His grip tightened until she bit back a cry. “Take a drink.”

      “I—”

      “How thoughtful of you to get me a glass, my dear.”

      The deep, smooth voice raced up Raina’s spine like silk. Kevin. Not sure she had heard correctly, she turned as Phipps released her so suddenly that she swayed. The flute seemed to magically disappear from her fingers just as a gentle hand steadied her.

      “Are you feeling okay?” Kevin asked.

      Raina took in the dangerously handsome man standing before her. His stormy gray eyes looked her over with concern. She had to look up, way up, to see.

      “I thought you were a dream,” she breathed out.

      Kevin raised a dark blond brow. “If that’s not the best a husband can hear when he sees his wife, I don’t know what is.”

      She shook her head and blinked. Now was not the time, or the place, to relive a dream she now believed was a memory. “No, I… never mind. You’re home.”

      Once again, she looked him over. Dressed effortlessly in black leather shoes, finely spun black wool pants and coat, and a gray silk shirt matching his eyes, he looked far more casual than the rest of the men in the room. Yet far more alluring. The simple style accentuated his lean, well-built frame. He’d done nothing special to flaunt his wealth other than wear luxurious fabrics. Nearly a foot taller than her five feet five inches, and inches taller than all the men in the room, he commanded attention.

      And he was her husband.

      His hair was short and not styled. Raina couldn’t help but smile at how finger-mussed the strands appeared. She had a sudden urge to tame his wayward mane. A close-cropped beard, darker than his hair, brought out the angles of his high cheekbones, strong jaw, and perfect nose. As for his mouth, she dared not look at his full lips for more than a glance. If what she feared were correct, she’d come much too close to begging for his kiss nights ago.

      If the faint smile turning his mouth was any indication, her examination amused him. She flushed, turned, and faced the crowd. “How long have you been home?”

      The sensation of his hand settling into the small of her back made her shiver. He leaned close, which had to be a feat, and murmured, “What? No Master Guardian Raiventon this time?”

      She gasped and turned so quickly she found her mouth a mere whisper from his. Oh, mistake, big one. Breath hitching in her lungs, she grasped the supple fabric of her gown’s skirt to keep from grabbing his jacket. “The other night, it wasn’t a dream, was it?”

      Kevin didn’t move away. The hum of conversation around them faded, and she wondered if perhaps she shouldn’t take a step back. “No, it wasn’t a dream.”

      Then she remembered Phipps. She touched a hand to her mouth and turned. He was gone. “Where did Shield Guardian Enbrackon go?”

      Kevin straightened, handing the champagne off to a passing server who likely wanted to hear their conversation more than be of service. “He knew what was best for his safety.”

      Wide-eyed, she turned her attention back to him. He set his face in hard, deadly lines. The gray of his irises grew dark until they were slate. Raina blinked. “Excuse me?”

      Then, like a storm, the sun returned, and he smiled, all traces of lethality gone. “Why was he so intent on you drinking the champagne?”

      “Y-you were eavesdropping on our conversation?”

      “No, I was watching you continue to refuse the drink as I walked across the room. The shield guardian wouldn’t let you. Why?”

      “Oh.” She didn’t know whether to be flattered or not that he’d only had eyes on her, and so intently he’d understood her turmoil. Then a sliver of panic set in. What was she supposed to say? Working as he did for her father, Kevin would never understand, or sympathize, with her need for freedom. “He was just sure that I’d, um, really like the champagne. I’ve never tried any before.”

      “Does he own the label?”

      Confused, Raina tipped her head to study him. Once more, his handsome face caught her off guard. At least her father hadn’t married her to some short, fat man. No, he’d found the best-looking one in all of Haven City, shackled them together, and then made sure the man never set foot in her house again. Blinking, she realized she was staring and she’d forgotten the question. Darn it! “Does he what?”

      Kevin raised a perturbed brow and repeated himself. “Does he own the champagne label?”

      “No.”

      “Then why would he care so much if you tried it?”

      Aggravated, Raina huffed. “Why don’t you ask him?”

      “I would have, but he slinked off like a bad cat. Now I’m asking you.”

      Her mouth fell open. “Are you always this persistent?”

      He leaned closer to her. “I don’t know. Are you always this evasive?”

      Heat climbed up her cheeks. If social graces didn’t dictate that she be the complete picture of respect to her husband, she’d be defending her right to privacy. The realization made her blush further. Less than five minutes, and he’d managed to rile her to the point of causing the gossip tongues to begin whispering. “I need some air.”

      When Raina made a move for the open greenhouse doors, Kevin caught her elbow and gently steered her in the opposite direction. He slid her arm around his and leaned close. “Unless you want every guest in this room to think you greeted your husband in the garden, I suggest we leave as expected. Everyone is aware of how long it’s been since I was home.”

      The flush of her cheeks turned to fire. She quickly glanced at the floor and would have put space between them if Kevin’s hand hadn’t slid over hers and tightened to keep her near. His fingers were warm, rough, and calloused. Nothing like Phipps' soft, carefully manicured hands. Raina glanced at his hand and noted the small collection of scars running along the back and frowned. What exactly did he do for her father?

      Out in the vast, circular vestibule, guests wandered in from the front door, the salon, the game room, or the dining room. Raina took a deep breath and smiled as they walked past. Several women waved when she caught their eye.

      They waited on the bottom step for the groom to bring the carriage around. Kevin allowed the carriageman to help her inside, though he refused help for himself. He leapt in so swiftly, and with so little movement to the vehicle itself, Raina couldn’t help but gasp. Once the door closed, she glared in the darkness.

      “We could have stayed longer.”

      Kevin settled into the shadows, his long legs stretching as far as they could to her side. “We could have, but no one would have believed it. Your father insisted we make an impression tonight that no one will forget. He even made sure Miss Dandridge was present for a firsthand experience to write for the gossip column in the morning.”

      Raina let out a low, very unladylike, growl. “So, when my father snaps his fingers, you bow too, do you?”

      “And you don’t?” The words were quiet. No condescension, no mockery. Almost defeated.

      The steam left her, and she slumped back against the seat. “Of course I do.”

      Though if she had her way, she wouldn’t be under her father’s control much longer.

       

      

      Tantalizing shafts of silvery light brushed across Raina’s face whenever an alley opened enough to let the full moon shine into the carriage. Kevin studied her in the quiet. Raina’s rich brown tresses were elegantly braided and held in place as a crown by an assortment of simple ruby pins. The gentle angles of her face were beautiful in the shadowy depths. Softly arched brows, a heart-shaped mouth, with a bottom lip just full enough from the top to make them entirely too kissable, and a small, rounded nose.

      Her petite frame and delicate features made him wonder if pixies existed, and he happened to be married to one. In comparison, he was a giant, towering over her by a foot, at six feet five, and more than double her weight. But the crimson silk flowing effortlessly over her curves reminded him that while small, she wasn’t lacking. Firm, subtle mounds rose beneath the elegant material, drawing attention to her flat, narrow waist and the gentle flair of her hips. Breaking with fashion, she didn’t wear pounds of fabric beneath her skirt, only enough to keep her warm.

      No, what troubled him about her appearance was that she’d matched the embroidery color of Enbrackon’s jacket. Kevin wanted to ask if their clothes had matched on purpose. If he’d noticed, others had too. He wanted to snap and demand the answer. But he couldn’t. They’d spent hours together in their four years of marriage, not weeks or even days. She didn’t know him any better than he knew her. Asking questions of her wasn’t his right. Not yet.

      “How long this time?” she asked, so quietly he almost missed the inquiry.

      Kevin knew exactly what she asked. “Not sure, he didn’t give me a timetable.” That wasn’t entirely true, so he added, “Probably two months, maybe less.”

      Her sharp intake of air was audible. “Two months?”

      “Is there a problem?”

      “No, of course not. I’m just… shocked. Father has never let you remain home for longer than a single night before one of his men knocked on the door. Sometimes you didn’t even stay that long.” Fabric rustled, and heavier shadows fell across her face and torso as she angled to face him. “Do you know why?”

      “Why is he letting me stay home?”

      Even in the darkness, he caught her nod.

      Because you’re playing with a wolf, and I have to make sure you don’t get eaten. Kevin shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe he’s ready for grandkids.”

      The gasping choke she made had Kevin smiling wickedly. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      “Can you think of another reason he’d keep me home?” He was allowing her to come clean on her own, if she recognized it. The faint fidget of her shoulders and thighs told him she did.

      “No, not really. Maybe Father is allowing you to have a break?”

      And she didn’t take the chance. Great. He heaved a heavy sigh. “Maybe.”

      She squirmed again, the motion amplified by the gentle rocking of the carriage. “Were you really in my room a couple of nights ago?”

      Kevin’s gaze swept over her, lingering on her mouth, to the gentle curve of her collarbone that invited his attention lower to the soft swell of her breasts. He’d come so close to feeling all of her against his body. Dangerously close. He had to breathe against the hot pierce of desire at the memory. “Yes.”

      “Men really broke in?”

      “Yes.”

      She released a shuddered breath. “There was no evidence. Not even your bed was unmade. I didn’t think it’d been real.”

      “I’ve been in the house every night since.”

      Even in the dark, he could tell every muscle in her body tensed. “Really?”

      “Yes. You didn’t think I’d leave you alone in danger, did you?”

      “Well, I… I didn’t think it was real. My father would have sent men to patrol the exterior if you’d asked.”

      “Why? I’m your husband, I can take care of my house.”

      She chuckled lightly. “But the men my father would send are trained.”

      Kevin couldn’t stop the bark of laughter, and when he ran her comment back through his mind, he laughed harder. “Yes, I’m sure they’re very skilled.”

      “Why do you laugh? My father only hires the best. You know that. They wouldn’t let any harm come to us.”

      Thankfully, the carriage arrived at the house, saving Kevin from an argument he couldn’t win. To be fair, Raina wasn’t at fault for not knowing exactly what her husband was capable of. Kevin was in no hurry to enlighten her. The Master Guardianess Raiventon took her position in society seriously. Knowing she was married to a violent man capable of defeating multiple combatants in seconds likely wouldn’t go over well.

      Kevin helped her out of the carriage and then followed behind, watching the edges of the house closely. Satisfied no threats lurked, he took the row of stairs two at a time. A bright trail of light across the wide brick porch preceded the opening of the front door for them. 

      Portly and shorter than Raina, Mrs. Taft held the door open with both hands, beaming at her guardianess. Her silver hair was piled high on her head in a severe bun; her dark green uniform, complete with an ivory apron, was immaculate. “You look as beautiful as when you left.” Her dark blue eyes moved past Raina when she noticed her mistress wasn’t alone. She gasped, her hand flying to her ample bosom. “Oh my! Master Guardian Raiventon! We were not expecting you. Oh my, I don’t have your room ready, or your place setting at the breakfast table, or⁠—”

      Raina set her hand on Mrs. Taft’s shoulder. “It’s okay, he’s been home a couple of days. No need to fret.”

      Her mouth opened and closed like a beached fish. Pink darkened her cheeks. “Well, my goodness, how could we be so remiss! I’ll have those girls’ heads for their negligence.”

              Kevin shook his head as they entered the house. “As Master Guardianess Raiventon said, no need. I leave before anyone is awake most mornings. If I’d wanted special attention, I would have called you for it.” Kevin cast her a sideways smile. “I’m just grateful you remembered me at all.”

      She waved her hand and laughed. “Forget you? Silly man, that’s unlikely. We’ll be sure to have everything ready for you now, whether you’re here in the mornings, afternoons, or evenings, it doesn't matter. You’re home.”

      “Thank you,” he said, giving her a respectful bow of his head.

      Mrs. Taft returned the gesture and then closed the front door. “Tabby is upstairs waiting for you, guardianess.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Taft.”

      Kevin waited until the robust housekeeper disappeared into the breakfast room before following behind Raina. “Tabby?”

      With her fingers trailing up the rail, Raina headed upstairs. “Tabitha, Mrs. Taft’s daughter and my stylist elite.” She paused, and he took a moment to take in her beauty. The diffused warm light from the few candles still lit washed over her delicate features. “Will you be needing a valet?”

      Kevin grunted. “No, I can dress myself.”

      She stepped down until she was at his height and then playfully tossed a hand through his hair. Kevin’s breath caught at the sensation of her spirited touch on his scalp. Her pale brown eyes danced playfully. “You could use one, though, do something with this hair.”

      Blinking, he reached up and touched his head. “What’s wrong with my hair?”

      “Other than it goes any direction it feels like? Nothing at all.”

      Frowning, Kevin looked her over once more. Nothing was out of place. Remembering the last time he’d seen her, the sleepy mess of her hair and the way her thin silk nightgown had pooled around her knees had him almost falling to his. “Do you want me to change my hair?”

      Her lips parted slightly, and her hand fell to her side. The tip of her tongue darted out, wetting her bottom lip. Kevin took a small step back before he did something stupid, like kiss her.

      “No, not unless you want to. I think the disheveled look will grow on me.” She cast him a soft smile and then turned, continuing up.

      Kevin watched the sway of her hips and the way the gown molded to her rear with each step up, before sliding into place again. The cut of his pants suddenly became too tight, and he sighed. Two months.  He had to make it two months.
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      After cancelling all her meetings for the day, Raina sat behind her desk and pretended to be busy, while simultaneously trying to spy on her husband. Since her desk sat a solid thirty feet from the double doors to her study, and the corridor to the other side of the house was narrow and dim, she found herself rising and craning her neck to catch even a glimpse of him. Not exactly stealth. Sighing at her pitifulness, she plopped back down in her seat. She hadn’t seen him this morning, and she hated to admit she wanted to.

      A melodious bell sounded seconds before Mrs. Taft came rushing from the back of the house to answer the door. Raina rose and waited to see who their visitor could be. Since Kevin was home, she wondered if he’d have callers.

      “Raina, my lovely, where are you?” called a woman’s sing-song voice. “I read the most delightful thing in the paper this morning, I just had to come by.”

      Happiness swelled in Raina’s chest, and she practically ran into the corridor to greet her best friend. “Patricia!”

      Patricia Welsh, married to a Ruthenian diplomat and niece to the queen-elect of Sziveria, squealed in delight when her cobalt eyes fixed on Raina. Her mess of blonde curls bobbed about her sweet, round face. “Oh, there you are!”

      They exchanged quick cheek kisses in greeting, Patricia holding Raina’s hands tightly. “I’m so happy to see you,” Raina said.

      "Of course you are. Still, I’m a little upset I had to read about your husband being home." Patricia pouted and swayed, the light pink cashmere of her dress whispering.

      “I was writing to you first thing this morning, I promise.”

      “You know how long I’ve been dying to…”

      The words died in her friend’s throat. Kevin strolled out of the room Raina had designated as his study four years ago, a space he was only now putting to use. Barefoot, he wore light brown pants and a navy-blue cotton shirt, untucked, the long sleeves rolled below his elbows. With every step, the fabric pulled taut against his muscular frame. From his thighs to his broad shoulders, there was no doubt about the strength in the man’s body. He sniffed as though tired and still waking up and disappeared into the breakfast room. The women stood motionless.

      Reappearing, he held a steaming cup in his hand and lifted it to his lips. He took four steps before he realized they were staring at him. Lowering the cup, he raised a brow. The harsh morning light cast his handsome face in sharp angles. The stormy gray hue of his irises seemed pale in the bright sunlight streaming in from the high windows. Tousled locks of hair hung over his forehead.

      “Good morning, ladies.”

      Patricia’s grip tightened until Raina grimaced. When Raina realized her friend would remain speechless, she smiled at Kevin. “Good morning, master guardian.”

      He inclined his head to them and then disappeared into his study.

      Visibly slouching, Patricia raised a hand to her chest. Then she fanned herself. “Goodness, I had heard rumors, but I was not prepared for that.”

      Raina bit her lip and ushered her friend to her study. “He will hear you.”

      “Good, let him.” She craned her neck over her shoulder. “Maybe he’ll walk back out.”

      In her office, Raina grabbed both doors, taking one last glance down the hall before closing them, hating to admit she wouldn’t mind another look herself. Sighing at her ridiculousness, she pushed the doors closed. “You are married. What would your husband say?”

      Patricia snorted. “Get a good look and then come to bed, my apple blossom.”

      Raina couldn’t believe the crassness of her friend. She’d never seen the playful side of her. “He would not!”

      Patricia nodded, a devilish gleam in her rich blue eyes. “Oh, he would.”

      Pink fabric fluffed as Patricia dropped into an overstuffed chair overlooking the greenhouse in the spacious office. Raina sat beside her, separated by an empty round table for refreshments. Soon, Mrs. Taft would bring tea, breakfast meats, and biscuits. Raina's stomach grumbled at the thought.

      “I’m not so sure I want to know this side of your relationship,” Raina admitted, unable to stop the heat from rising across her cheeks.

      Patricia fanned herself again. “How are you not pregnant? I mean, really.”

      Raina’s flush deepened. She’d never told her closest friend her husband had never been in her bed. Some things couldn’t be trusted not to be repeated, no matter how close the relationship appeared to be. Someone would whisper a juicy morsel like that to the first person willing to listen. Raina rubbed her forearm in discomfort and blurted, “He’s only been home a couple of days.”

      “Well, maybe that preposterous Shield Guardian Enbrackon will be seen around you less,” Patricia quipped.

      “Shield Guardian Enbrackon is helping me build a client portfolio that will outmatch anyone else in the city. I’m grateful for his help,” Raina bristled, thankful when the sharp knock she’d been expecting sounded.

      Mrs. Taft entered with a tray, set it between them, and left. Raina considered whether Mrs. Taft had checked on Kevin, but recalled he’d insisted on being self-sufficient. As she ate a biscuit, she admitted she didn’t know what he’d appreciate about her care for him as a spouse.

      “How long did it take you and William to become comfortable together?” Raina asked, the question more an afterthought as she mused.

      Patricia swallowed her bite and took a sip of tea before answering. “Not long, but William was determined since we had to share a room on the ship to Ruthenia after our contract signing.” A wicked smile twinkled in her eyes over the top of her cup. “He didn’t want a bashful wife for the journey.” She set her cup down. “Are you and Raiventon not comfortable?”

      Raina worked her bottom lip between her teeth. How did she word the problem without giving too much away? “He’s been gone a long time. I’m not sure how long to expect him home this time.”

      Patricia leaned across the distance and patted Raina’s knee. “You both will be fine. Just keep jumping in his bed like you must have last night, and the rest will work itself out.”

      Tea snorted up Raina’s nose, and she coughed. The liquid burned in her sinuses, and she waved tears away. “Patricia! I had no idea you were like this!”

      Her friend shrugged. “I didn’t know I could be, but after seeing your husband and reading Miss Dandridge’s article, I know there’s no way you’re an innocent.”

      What had the journalist for the social pages written about them? Raina chanced another drink to hide her whimper.

      

      Kevin pinched the bridge of his nose, staring at lines of numbers, notes, and shorthand only Raina understood. Early that morning, he had searched for her files on Enbrackon to gauge their relationship. He found them, but the information made little sense. Sighing, he shut the folder and tossed it into the drawer with three others.

      A deafening shriek sent him leaping from his chair, vaulting over the desk, and into the corridor. Raina stood outside the vestibule, clutching the morning paper so tightly it threatened to disintegrate. Red splotches fanned across her neck, chest, and cheeks.

      “This can’t be happening. This isn’t happening to me,” she breathed out. The paper shook in her grasp. “No, no, no, no.”

      Kevin crossed his arms and propped his shoulder against the wall in front of the stairs. He knew the problem. Cora Dandridge had followed the arch guardian’s orders to write an article about them, likely all too happily. “How bad?”

      Her gaze shot up, her pale brown eyes wild with anxiety. “How bad?” She shook the paper at him and shrieked again, “How bad?”

      In mock surrender, Kevin held up his hands. “I didn’t write the editorial.”

      Tears gathered in her eyes, and Kevin straightened. Was she going to cry? The angry red flush on her skin began to dissipate. She stared at the paper and shook her head.

      “I can’t believe he’d do this to me,” she said quietly.

      “Who?”

      She looked at him again. “My father. You said he made sure Miss Dandridge was at the event last night.”

      “Yes, he wanted everyone to know I was home.”

      The flush returned, along with her temper. She crumbled the paper, stalked up to him, and threw it at his chest. “Well, everyone knows, all right.”

      Kevin took the paper at the same time he grabbed her upper arm before she could stalk up the stairs past him. She glared at his grasp and tried to yank free, but he held firm.

      Her spine straightened, and if she’d been able to look down her nose at him, she would have. She certainly craned her neck far enough to try. “Get your hand off me, immediately.”

      Anger hit him fast and hard. He hauled her up against his body, ignoring her supple curves along his thighs and torso, the way her belly pressed between his hips. “Listen closely, princess, only two people have earned the right to give me orders, and you aren’t one of them.”

      A short gasp escaped her parted lips. If he weren’t less than two months from having to lie to get out of a marriage she didn’t deserve to be in, he would kiss her. His pulse pounded in his ears, and his senses demanded to know how she’d taste. How she’d feel pulled tighter to him. How she’d move in desire. But only a fool would tease himself with what he wanted and walk away, and Kevin wasn’t a fool. He released her so quickly she stumbled back.

      He held up the paper. “I didn’t write the article, so don’t blame me for it. Take it up with your father if you’re that upset.”

      Irritation flashed in her pale eyes. “Don’t treat me like a child.”

      “Then lose the tantrum and stop acting like one.”

      For a moment, she simply stared at him, spine straight, shoulders back in defiance. Her firm, petite breasts pressed tight against the navy fabric of her dress. Kevin continued to fight the urge to haul her back to his body and change the direction of her passion. Raina took the paper and then slumped down onto the nearest stair. The crumpled pages went slack between her hands. He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

      “Do you know what she said?” Raina asked, her voice low with defeat.

      Kevin sat beside her. She had to scoot over, but even then, their hips and thighs still touched through the fabric. He half smiled at the juvenile thrill. “Doesn’t sound like I want to.”

      “Oh, nothing bad about you. No concern there.”

      “Why would she write something bad about you?” He clasped his hands between his knees.

      Raina shrugged in a curt motion, the paper rustling in her grasp. “Who knows why she writes any of the drivel she does. I must have done something to make her angry, because I’ve never read one of her articles with so much venom.”

      Kevin considered his options. On one hand, he knew how witchy Cora Dandridge could be. She was, after all, her brother’s twin, and Mason could be ornery with the best of them. However, she took her job as a journalist seriously. Even when an arch guardian assigned her the gossip section, she wouldn’t write an outright lie. So that left Kevin wondering if he should ask the hard question. He decided he should. “Does she have reason to?”

      “Have hatred toward me?” Raina scoffed. “I don’t see why she would, since we don’t exactly move in the same circles.”

      “But she knows me.”

      “Knows you how?” Raina asked slowly, a hard edge to her words.

      Kevin raised a brow. “Is this jealousy coming from a woman who wore matching clothes with a man who wasn’t her husband?”

      Brilliant red bloomed across her cheeks. The paper creased in her hands again. “Don’t be absurd. Who you keep company with is none⁠—”

      “It's completely your business, or have you forgotten?”

      She blinked. “Forgotten what?”

      “That you made our contract binding for life, barring death or infidelity.”

      “Oh, yes.” She licked her lips again, and Kevin quickly looked at the wood floor beneath his feet.

      “Why did your clothes match Shield Guardian Enbrackon’s?”

      Raina snapped the paper, attempting to refold it. But she’d wrinkled the thing so many times it’d never fold normally. “I have no idea. I hadn’t even noticed until I read it in the article.”

      “You didn’t plan for the similarity?”

      She glanced at him and then quickly went back to trying to straighten the paper. “Plan? Goodness no, what would people say?” Then she laughed, a sarcastic, sharp sound. “I guess what they did say, hmm?”

      Kevin hated to admit he was relieved. Either the shield guardian didn’t have his claws in as deep as Kevin feared, or Raina was that naïve. “Did she just talk about you two?”

      “No, that was a highlight to get to the part about where I must be quite good. One man seduced, the other man I left with… and stayed with me.”

      Now Raina’s reputation lay in assumed tatters for the vultures to pick at. He despised the society that had trapped him. No matter how badly he wanted to stay angry, he couldn’t ignore the truth: his little wife had dug the hole herself. Now, she was finally starting to look up from it. An unexpected protective urge tightened in his chest, and he frowned. He didn’t have to leave her there.

      Kevin knocked his thigh into hers and then stood. “Come on.”

      Brows drawn tight, she met his gaze. “Where?”

      He offered his hand. When she did nothing more than stare at his outstretched fingers, Kevin sighed. “I don’t bite.”

      Cautiously, her hand slid into his. The gentle sensation of her touch meeting his caused Kevin’s breath to hitch. He hadn’t been expecting skin like silk, or warmth close to sitting near a fire. Would she feel similar underneath all the layers of clothing she wore? Kevin shook the thought away. He’d never know.

      Using him as an anchor, Raina stood with ease. She didn’t pull free. Instead, she seemed to inspect their joined hands.

      “You’re very strong.” The words came out more as an observation than anything else.

      “You aren’t used to strong men?”

      Frowning, Raina turned his hand over in hers and delicately traced a scar running the width of his palm. Kevin inhaled deeply through his nose, but didn’t snatch his hand away. He should. But he couldn’t. Her tender touch left him mesmerized, and more than a little aroused. The subtle, very feminine scent of peaches and flower blossoms filled the space around him.

      “Not like this. None of the men I meet are built like you, nor do they have scars. Did you have a hard childhood?”

      Kevin pulled away, fisted his hand, and dropped it to his side. “No. I had a very happy childhood.” It’s adulthood that’s been beating me.

      “And the scars?”

      Kevin shrugged. “I work under your father. Occupational hazard.”

      Her frown increased. “Doing what, exactly?”

      Before he could stop himself, Kevin stroked a finger down her cheek. “Ask me again when you’re ready for the answer.”

      She opened her mouth, then snapped it shut and nodded.

      Kevin dropped his hand. “Are you more comfortable in a carriage or ariot?”

      The small vehicle known as an ariot was only big enough for two people and was powered by a magnetic engine harnessing the force of attraction between positive and negative charges. Expensive, not many Sziverians were able to own one. Because resources were scarce, only those eager to flaunt their wealth or those in government positions used them.

      Raina stared at him thoughtfully. “You have an ariot?”

      “Yes.”

      She tilted her head in confusion. “Why? I don’t even own one. Not that I like them, they’re far too cramped for me. I feel squeezed and unsafe when I ride in one.”

      “Because your father wanted me to, so he made sure I had one,” he answered as if she should have already known the reason. “So, which is to be?”

      “A carriage, why?”

      “We’re going to see a friend.”

      

      A cold, misty rain left everything gray and gloomy. The perfect accompaniment to Raina’s mood. She rested her hands on her legs and watched buildings go by. Water seeped like tears over the edges of partially dry brick and stone. They’d been riding for longer than Raina expected.

      “Who is this friend?” she asked, wondering if he was always so quiet. He hadn’t spoken much on the ride home last night either.

      “Primary Guardian Kynhaven.”

      Raina tried to place the name. “I don’t think I’ve met him.”

      “Likely not. He doesn’t attend social functions unless he’s dragged to them.”

      “How do you know him?”

      “We work together.”

      “Why am I going with you then?”

      Kevin’s smile was more predatory than kind. Raina shifted slightly in her seat. Who was this man she’d married?

      “So you can talk with his sister.”

      Raina sighed with irritation. “Why would I want to do that?”

      The carriage slowed before an imposing, two-story granite mansion. A wide porch and equally wide steps, covered by an arched stone awning, made the imposing structure seem more approachable. But the steep, angled, rich rust-colored roof in the dreary light took the feeling of welcome away. The carriage rolled up to the side of the house to a well-kept stable area with a second story.

      Kevin jumped out before anyone could open the door for him and then offered his hand to Raina. Butterflies danced in her stomach as she reached for him. She’d held lots of hands in her life, from simple assistance like Kevin extended now, to more intimate actions, like a fluttering kiss across her knuckles. None of them had caused her to feel breathless before, or made her heart race, and a warm, tingly sensation to spread through her body. All from a simple, relatively innocent touch.

      If holding his hand excited her, she wondered what a kiss would do. The idea was a dangerous one. When he kept her hand after she was free of the carriage, she didn’t protest. She tried to convince herself it was due to the rather nasty article that had practically painted her as an adulteress. Therefore, if anyone watched them now, they’d see a woman with her husband, and maybe not believe the rumors. But she’d be lying to herself. The modest affection he showed comforted her. Made her feel close to a man she wished she knew.

      Being married four years to a stranger hadn’t been something she’d anticipated when her father arranged their contract. Though looking back, she didn’t know why she expected less. Arch Guardian Synintel seemed to live to control every aspect of his daughter’s life. Her marriage was no different.

      The front door opened before they even reached the first step. A footman dressed in plain black pants and a pressed gray long-sleeved shirt appeared in the doorway and executed a neat bow.

      “Master Guardian Raiventon, I was unaware of expecting you.”

      “We weren’t expected. Are Mason and Cora home?”

      “They are. I will inform them of your presence.”

      “Thank you.”

      The footman executed another curt bow and then disappeared into the house. By the time they walked inside, a gorgeous woman with long, black hair was practically running down the stairs. The muted blue silk gown she wore billowed behind her, showing off every curve of her full figure. Her unbound hair flowed wildly around her shoulders. Modestly applied makeup brought out the planes of her face, from her full cheeks and lips to the perfect arches of her brows.

      “Kevin,” she said with a grin, her silver eyes dancing. “I guess my article made a bigger impression than I expected. You forgive me, don’t you?”

      Raina gaped. This was Cora Dandridge? She didn’t know why, but she’d always imagined the journalist to be a short woman with glasses and crazy, dull hair. Not a voluptuous beauty who was a good four inches taller than Raina and made her look and feel like a twig. Then again, with Cora’s reputation as a flirt, who managed to succeed in her conquests more than she failed, the woman’s attractiveness shouldn’t have shocked her at all.

      “I have nothing to forgive.” He glanced down at Raina. She tried to pull her hand free, but he wouldn’t let her. “My wife, however…”

      What did he expect her to say? She was the daughter of an arch guardian. From the cradle, her upbringing had bred diplomacy into her. “Miss Dandridge is entitled to her opinions.”

      Cora slowed when she reached the last two steps, her fingers trailing like a lover’s caress over the banister as she slid her foot to the last stair. Each move was calculated, seductive without effort. Raina tried to stifle the onset of jealousy. Even in her dreams, she couldn’t muster the same outward grace.

      “Opinion? Darling master guardianess, if all I wanted to do was write opinions, I’d be working for The Havener. My editor requires research and honesty, and our readers expect it.”

      Raina straightened her spine. “Then your research was lacking.”

      Cora looked from Raina to Kevin and then back. “I see. Enlighten me.” She motioned to a room on the left.

      Kevin released Raina’s hand, and the sudden coldness surprised her. When he didn’t follow, she glanced over her shoulder. He’d already walked away, heading down a long corridor opposite the room they entered. Raina had the unfortunate sensation of heading into a viper’s pit.

      Cora continued through a simple library to a small study. However, the journalist surprised Raina by sitting in front of a gently burning fireplace and motioning to a chair across from her, not behind her desk, where she’d have all the perceived power. Raina sat and folded her hands primly on her thighs.

      Cora eased back into the seat, her arms on the rests, legs crossed. “Tell me, how do I have you wrong?”

      Raina straightened until the small of her back ached. “Excuse me?”

      Annoyed, Cora waved a hand and sighed. “You came here all bothered about my article, which means something I said offended you. What part do you feel I lied about?”

      All of it.

      But she couldn’t admit that.

      Only she and Kevin needed to know the true condition of their marriage. Just the thought of the seductive woman across from her, aware of how available her husband was, had Raina squirming in her seat. Even though their contract practically made infidelity a capital crime, at this point, Raina couldn’t fault the man if he wasn’t faithful. The thought, however, rolled uncomfortably through her insides. The revelation wasn’t something she had time to dwell on. Cora Dandridge stared at her expectantly.

      “Shield Guardian Enbrackon hasn’t seduced me,” Raina blurted.

      Cora’s eyes widened. “Oh?”

      “We have a professional relationship, nothing more.”

      Cora regarded her for a moment, her foot tapping in the air. “Master Guardianess Raiventon, I think you believe what you’re saying, honestly, but that’s not what the rest of society is seeing.”

      Raina’s stomach dropped. “What do you mean?”

      Cora’s foot stopped. “Have you really not been listening to the gossip around you these past few months?”

      “I haven’t heard any.”

      Cora laughed, a musical sound meant to draw attention rather than genuine emotion. “You’re joking.”

      Unamused, Raina frowned. “No, I’m not. Our relationship is strictly business, and no one has implied anything to me otherwise. At least until I read your article this morning.”

      All traces of humor left Cora. “Then you haven’t been paying attention, you silly girl.”

      Raina gasped and blinked in shock. “Excuse me?”

      Cora slammed her hands on the arms of the chair and stood. She paced in front of the fire, the elegant folds of her gown flowing like water around her legs. “For at least three months, everyone has been whispering behind their hands about your secret love affair with the shield guardian while Kevin has been absent. You’ve been seen going to his house alone. He arrives at yours well after your last client has left for the day. Do you deny any of this?”

      Mortification flamed across her skin at the thought of anyone believing she’d been unfaithful, let alone talking about it at luncheons and dinner parties. “There has been no secret love affair!”

      “And the visitations?”

      Raina wanted to deny them, but she realized she couldn’t, nor give a reason why. Not without revealing a secret that wouldn’t clear her name anyway. “Were all business related.”

      “That is not what Haven City sees, or says. If you want your relationship with that vile man to be professional, you'd best start changing its parameters and fast.”

      Vile man? Everyone seemed to have a rather negative view of Enbrackon. All he’d done for her was try to help. Well, most of the time. “I don’t understand.”

      Cora rolled her eyes. “Don’t see him when you aren’t accepting clients. And do not, under any circumstances, be seen at his house alone again. I can’t fix what you’ve done. But your husband is home now. Before you could get away with it, loosely. Now, the vultures are watching. Do you understand?”

      Raina closed her eyes against a sharp, heavy pressure in her chest. “Yes.”

      “Good. Because if you hurt my friend, I will write an article about you that makes the one released this morning seem like a daisy field.”
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