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      To find the assassin responsible for murdering her family, Lucianna Castien is willing to do anything. Even commit treason.

      

      Once Cia learns a wanted felon may have the answers she seeks, she sets off unaccompanied to the hazardous Uninhabited Zone of New Columbia. Still training to become a guardian, she’s unprepared for the confrontation with one of Sziveria’s most dangerous criminals. All hope of finding the truth is lost when she’s thrown into a cell and left for dead.

      

      Complicated missions are nothing new for Deklan Ralston, the Arch Guardian of Wolvenguard. Bonded to three wolves, Deklan makes quick work of even the worst situations. Rescuing a wayward guardian and returning an escaped convict, will prove to be no challenge. But the beast master didn’t count on the young woman turning his entire world upside down.

      

      Tenacious, sexy, and refusing to take no for an answer, Cia continues to run headlong into danger. Deklan must do everything in his power to keep her safe, even as he opposes his own nature to claim her for his own. A fight Cia is determined he lose as she convinces the arch guardian the passion smoldering between them is worth igniting….
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            WELCOME TO THE GEN-HEIRS WORLD

          

        

      

    

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

      

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

      

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

      

      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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      Pungent smoke curling in the air mimicked the roll of anxiety in her stomach. Lucianna Castien squinted in the dim light. Scarred, grease-coated tables and mismatched chairs filled the narrow room. Patrons huddled over mugs and plates of food, keeping to themselves, glaring at anyone who dared venture too close to their claimed table. Cia picked a careful path through the slim spaces. Guilt gnawed at her gut, an emotion she couldn’t afford to dwell on or allow to fester.

      No one had noticed when she’d slipped from the meeting. Two years of training had given her an edge. Probably not enough, but she’d run out of time. She had one goal, one purpose. Nothing would stop her from achieving her objective. Not even the team who’d taken her in and made her one of their own.

      Her contact, Hal, raised his cup in her direction. Cia took a bracing breath and continued his way. Sweet, burning tobacco tickled her throat and made her eyes water. She’d stink of it by the time she left.

      “I didn’t think you’d come,” Hal said, wrapping both hands around his cup. “I sent a message two days ago.”

      “I’ve been busy.” She pulled out an unsteady chair, taking a careful seat.

      He leaned forward, excitement dancing in his green-brown eyes. “Busy getting my price, I hope.”

      Cia sighed and reached into the deep pocket of her jacket. Her fingers brushed aged leather. She laid the book on the table in front of her. When he tried to reach for it, she slapped his hand. “No. Not until we have a conversation, and I like what I hear.”

      Shaking his hand, he scowled at her. “You know I’m good for it.”

      Cia folded her arms over the book and leaned closer to him. “I know what I had to do to get this piece of garbage for you. Information. Now.”

      Hal sputtered. “Garbage? That’s not garbage, it’s art. Beautiful art of the—”

      “It’s naked men and women having sex, Hal. It’s garbage.” Granted, they were drawn in elegant sweeping lines of thick ink, but still. Cia had been too embarrassed to look beyond the first few pages to ensure she had the correct book.

      He made shushing motions and looked around in concern. “Shh.”

      “No one cares.”

      “Do you know how much that book is worth?” he asked, his voice strained.

      “I do.” She pulled a folded slip of paper from the book. “The previous owner kept meticulous records.”

      And Cia had decided leaving the evidence of the book’s purchase after she’d stolen it would be unwise. If the owner discovered the tome missing, he’d have no evidence to take to enforcement services. She spread the paper open with her fingers and tapped on the corners. “I figure this title is worth the information and an undocumented ticket. I’ll cover the cost of the ticket. You’ll need to ensure no one knows what ship I’m on.”

      Hal’s brows crept up his forehead under oily locks of dark hair. “How do you know you’ll need to travel?”

      Cia leaned further across the table, a sinister smile tilting her lips. “I know enough, so don’t bother trying to lie to me. You’ll regret it if you do.”

      Hal flinched back. The chair creaked from the sudden motion of his large frame straining the already rickety legs. “All right, all right, no need to get agitated.”

      Huffing, he returned his hands to his cup, his eyes darting to the book and back down to the drink. “I couldn’t get the name or location of the person you’re looking for. I haven’t even been able to learn if it’s a man or woman. No one will say anything.”

      Hal leaned forward, looking around again. Cia mirrored the motion, hating that she had to get so close and smell his stink. Anticipation outweighed her disgust.

      He licked his chapped lips. “But I did learn of a top man, way up, you understand?” Cia nodded. “He’s been making sure we all get our money when we complete our assignments. I overheard them call him their secret weapon. That as long as they have him, they’ll continue to have the resources to keep going.”

      Cia considered the information. A top man who ensured the money flowed would have access to every part of the organization. And the V Alliance was a large enterprise, of that she had no doubt. She wondered if the man Hal spoke of was the same one mentioned in the meeting she’d snuck away from. “Who is he?”

      Hal’s attention darted around the hazy room again. “Look, I’m not sure…”

      Cia slowly eased the book to the edge of the table.

      Hal held up a hand and took a labored breath. “Fine. It’s your death, not mine.”

      “That’s right. I told you when you agreed to snitch not to worry about me. I can handle myself.” He looked her over. She knew what he saw. A young, skinny girl with no sense. “Now, who is he?”

      “Joel Blackbain. Some financial genius.”

      Financial genius. That was a title she hadn’t heard given to the man yet. Serial rapist. Drug addict. Dangerous. Former ranked guardian. Disgraced. Escaped convict. Those were things listed under his name. Not genius.

      The First Intelligence Office was close to pinning down his location. They were likely giving the assignment of Joel’s recapture to the highest authority possible to apprehend him this very minute. The only person capable of tracking down a mastermind criminal. Arch Guardian Wolvenguard, Deklan Ralston.

      Cia kept a shudder of awareness to herself at even the thought of Deklan’s name. Powerful, handsome, connected, and way beyond her reach, the beast master would do his job and do it well. Cia had to get there first.

      “Where is he?” Cia asked, tapping her fingers on the book.

      Hal licked his lips again. “New Columbia.”

      “Where in New Columbia?”

      Hal patted his chest, reached into a breast pocket, and pulled out a folded scrap of paper. He held the slip out, the edges of the paper trembling. “I was in charge of sending this week’s radio missive. The camp they’re in needed more supplies. This is the location they gave. That’s the best I can do. They’d kill me if they knew I shared this.”

      Cia plucked the note from his fingers. She held it up and tapped the book. “You get me here and back home, and when I return to Haven City, I’ll acquire the next volume in this set for you.”

      Hal snatched the book from under her hand. He hugged the thin digest to his chest. “Deal.”

      Guilt tried to claw free from her chest again. She shoved the annoying emotion deep down and the fear of the unknown. She’d never left Sziveria. Her training hadn’t reached the point where the First Intelligence Office felt she was ready for such a significant step. And once they learned what she’d done, they’d yank her guardian status away so fast she’d never be allowed into another position again, regardless of her Gen-Heir talent. Genetic gifts or not, there were some people you simply didn’t betray.

      Cia had to make the sacrifice count. She had to find the man who murdered her brother and mother. Who destroyed her father’s life, and stole the last remnants of her childhood in a split second.

      Chair legs screeched across the floor, yanking her from her musings—a dangerous thing to do in a place full of unsavory individuals. Hal held out his hand.

      “Nice doing business with you, Shadow Lady.”

      The term made her cringe. He’d insisted on calling her something and had saddled her with the ridiculous moniker when she refused to give him a name. She waved her hand, unwilling to take his. “Yeah, with you too.” She fluttered the piece of paper. “Thanks for this.”

      “Send the travel information to the usual place?”

      Cia nodded. He gulped the last of his drink and then stood. Giving her another quick wave of thanks with the book, he left her sitting alone. Cia rose and went the way she arrived, easing through the sparse clientele and out the front door.

      Outside, the moon was a thin slice in an inky, diamond-studded sky. The last remnants of the arctic winds chilled the night breeze. A couple more weeks and only the deepest hours of the night would become cold enough to leave frost behind, which would burn away with the first warm rays of morning. The ice drifts had finished their flow, and the world’s oceans were again open for travel. Hunching into her jacket, the scrap of paper crinkling against her palm, Cia formulated the next stage of her strategy. To be on the next ship bound for New Columbia.

      

      “Can I help all of you somehow?” Deklan Ralston asked, arms crossed, surveying the small group collected in his foyer.

      The most powerful of the intel guardians were gathered in his home. If someone had intentions of crippling the First Intelligence Office, attacking now would achieve the results. Deklan almost expected a small army to burst through his front door. Then again, if anyone could hold off an opposing force, the people before him would.

      Ryan Voklane cleared his throat. The early morning sun streaming in from the windows above made his ice-blond hair nearly white. “Lucianna Castien appears to have boarded a ship bound for New Columbia late last night.”

      Deklan tried to pull the name from his memory since Voklane seemed to believe he should know the woman. Or at least know of her.

      Katria Blackbain came to his rescue. Her vibrant blue eyes glowed against her porcelain face and midnight black hair fell in an unbound curtain down her back. “Almost two years ago, the assassin who killed my mother and sister murdered Cia’s mother and brother.” Katria’s husband, Sean, stepped closer, his hand sliding along her back. “The crime was eerily similar to what happened to my family. Sitting on a blanket in the grass, only we were on our property, whereas the Castiens were in a public park.”

      “Daring,” Deklan said.

      “Very,” Voklane agreed. “They kidnapped Lucianna, believing she had her father’s Gen-Heir talent.”

      “She doesn’t?” Deklan asked.

      “No, she’s an interceptor,” Kevin Merrick revealed. “Like me. I’ve been training her since she came of age over a year ago.”

      Deklan gazed at their grim faces. “Is she on your team?”

      “No, I haven’t placed her yet. She isn’t ready,” Voklane said. “We had reached an understanding—”

      “Yes, because that understanding worked so well last time,” Katria snapped. “The only one who benefited was you, Ryan.”

      Sean slid Katria’s hair behind her shoulder and murmured something soft into her ear. She waved a hand in Ryan’s direction, her eyes wide. Sean raised his brows.

      “Oh, fine,” she bit out. “We all benefited.” She pointed an angry finger at the guardian. “But you did not keep up your end of the bargain with either of us where the assassin was concerned. What did you expect Cia to do when she learned of that?”

      “Trust us,” Mason Dandridge said, arms crossed over his chest, his long black hair tied behind his back. His pale gray eyes flashed with anger. “She was supposed to trust us. We’ve done nothing but take her under our care, make sure she understood how the chain of command worked, and help her gain confidence in her talent. Since she’s been training, we’ve made many new discoveries and come closer to finding answers. She wasn’t supposed to go off behind our backs alone.”

      The situation coalesced for Deklan into an unpleasant picture. Sean Blackbain’s guardian team had been betrayed by a teenager they’d taken in and begun to mold. They’d underestimated her need for vengeance. A demand he wouldn’t have been able to deny if the circumstances had happened to his family. No one made an enemy of the Ralston’s and lived without regretting their decision.

      “And how does this concern me?” Deklan asked.

      Voklane blew out a heavy breath and waved at Mason to answer the question. Deklan shifted to face the strategist.

      “We think she went after Joel Blackbain.”

      Deklan blinked. “By herself?”

      Mason nodded.

      “Does she understand who he is? What he’s capable of?” Again, Mason nodded. Deklan growled in frustration and turned his back to the group. He dug his fingers into his shoulder-length hair and considered the information. Nineteen and bent on revenge, the girl must have been confident enough with whatever she’d learned to go off alone. Deklan faced them again. “Does she know where he is specifically? Because I’ve only learned he’s in New Columbia, but I have no idea where. We planned to leave at the end of the week to begin the hunt.”

      “We also know he’s in New Columbia. We discussed the intelligence yesterday at our weekly meeting,” Mason said. “She disappeared at some point during the discussion.”

      “I noticed she was gone, but not in time to follow her,” Kevin said, his words laced with irritation. “Since she boarded a ship that left shortly after nine, she had to have learned an exact location before taking the MagnaRail to Port Scarbrough.”

      “She left from Scarbrough?” Deklan didn’t wait for an answer. “If she left from Scarbrough, I can get to New Columbia possibly before she does if I leave in the next few hours.”

      “Or let her lead you to Blackbain,” Ryan said, holding up a hand when angry shouts burst through the foyer. “She put herself in a bad situation. We should utilize it.”

      “Or how about just asking her for the information,” Mason said between clenched teeth. “She’s not bait.”

      “If she beats me there, it won’t matter. I’ll be following her regardless,” Deklan said calmly. He looked at them all. “That’s why you came here, right? To make sure when we apprehend Joel, we also get your girl?”

      “How could you get there first?” Mason asked.

      Deklan motioned for them to follow. He led them past the grand staircase, a monstrosity of space. On the second floor, a landing split into two arching stairways that led to the third level, where a balcony overlooked the foyer. Deklan figured sixty years ago when the first Wolvenguard was told to build a house, the beast master had either been arrogant or wanted to make a statement of power. Perhaps both. The balcony rail was low enough for his wolves to peer over and survey their domain. Which they did daily. Especially his alpha, Neva. She wouldn’t go down the stairs without gazing over the edge.

      Deklan entered his study, nestled in the right corner at the back of the foyer. A world map covered the entire far wall, framed by lamps above and at each edge. He smoothed a hand along the Atlantic Ocean, in the vast space between his country and the small occupied coastal areas of what remained of South America. He tapped a finger along the Black Ocean side of Sziveria.

      “She left from here.” He drew his finger around the southern coast. “She has to cross either the Sovereign Channel here to the south or,” he drew a new arc, “the Northern Pass. Unless they pick up additional passengers at Port Tabria or Ruthenia, I doubt they’ll take the northern route. However, going through either adds at least an additional day of travel, perhaps two if the Sovereign Channel is temperamental.”

      He followed a line across Sziveria. “I will take the rails here, to Port Ice Hollows, and make a straight sail for New Columbia. Do you know what port she’ll be docking at?”

      Voklane reached into his pocket and pulled out a yellow slip. “She’s chartered on the Valdivia. They’re docking in Suri Ravi.”

      Katria stepped closer to the detailed map. “Why don’t most passenger ships leave from Port Ice Hollows if traveling through the pass or channel takes so much extra time?”

      “Port Ice Hollows is mostly a commercial port. There’s enough of an inlet for loading and unloading of merchandise directly to the rails, but not people. As the name suggests, it tends to collect ice, which doesn’t always disappear when the drifts do. I’ll have to radio the port to make sure ships leave from there and see who has one available for me to lease.”

      Kevin stepped forward. His fingers whispered along his short beard as he looked over the map. “New Columbia is a large nation. How are you planning on finding anyone there?”

      Deklan smiled. “I find people. That’s what I do.” His gaze moved to Voklane. “I will recover your missing interceptor.” He looked at Sean. “And your escaped brother.”

      Visible relief moved through the group. Deklan focused on New Columbia. “Do you know where she’s going? Any information?”

      “No,” Mason answered. “And that’s what’s frustrating. A nineteen-year-old girl, with zero experience, obtained intelligence we couldn’t.”

      Deklan leaned forward and studied the cities nearest to the Uninhabited Zones from the port. “Her cause is personal, her motivation different. She’s likely convinced herself she has nothing to lose. She’d be willing to do things no one else would for information.”

      “Cia is honorable. She wouldn’t—”

      Deklan cut off Kevin’s words, looking over his shoulder at the master guardian. “Is she or is she not on the hunt for an assassin that took someone precious from her?”

      Kevin’s jaw shifted. Annoyance flared in his storm-gray eyes. “She is.”

      “Then anything done to achieve that goal is honorable,” Deklan stated. “Her time on your team, training and growing stronger, has also been an objective to learn what she can to accomplish what she needs. She agreed to your terms with her fingers crossed behind her back. Accept it, and either forgive or expel her from the fold when I bring her home. I don’t care either way. I just need to know anything that will help me locate her and Blackbain.”

      Voklane scrubbed his hands down his face. Deklan figured the liaison to the arch guardian over intel teams didn’t often find himself in an unfamiliar situation.

      “All right. How long do I have?” Ryan asked.

      Deklan glanced at the clock over the door. “I have to make a radio call and get my team together if there’s a ship available. Four hours, at the most.”

      Voklane nodded and motioned to the group. They followed him out, and Deklan took a deep breath. He’d been given tough jobs in the past. Jobs he accepted, knowing once he captured his target, the world would be safer. Apprehending Joel Blackbain was no different.

      Chasing down a wayward interceptor made things a bit trickier. His only hope lay in her jumping into her personal battle, unqualified and barely trained. Merrick was a legend in the community. His instruction would create a new weapon for Sziveria. But not yet. She’d learned enough to have confidence, not enough to keep herself out of trouble. Another year or two, and he’d have laughed in Voklane’s face. Not even Sean’s team could track and capture a properly trained interceptor. They were the secret weapon of any nation fortunate enough to realize one had been born in their country. Lethal ghosts.

      Deklan moved to the radio behind his desk, checked the charge, and then made his calls. The port was open, and the ship he preferred was available. Next, he reached out to his team. Sabrie, his strategic coordinator. Tate, his medical scientist, and Galvin, his weapons expert. They would meet at his house in two hours.

      Upstairs, his room took up the entire third floor. He packed a bag capable of being carried on his back. His wolves would hunt their meals once they left civilization. And Deklan had no doubt they’d be adventuring through the unknown. There were rumors of a rail line running to the location. If that were the case, they’d at least have a trail to follow. After packing a secondary bag with the things he wanted but could live without, Deklan left both bags by the back door.

      He moved through the foyer, around the stairs, and to a double door leading into his training space. Exercise gear, a narrow rock wall rising to the ceiling, floor mats, weights, and other training equipment filled the three-story room. Two sets of double glass doors led out into a wild greenhouse. Dense foliage straining to reach the glass ceiling barely allowed light to penetrate the ground. Humid air rushed by, and the gentle trill of birds met his ears as he stepped out.

      A bark of annoyance deep within the indoor forest made him smile. Nikita, the youngest of his pack, had been reminded of his place. Lifting his chin, Deklan called to his wolves, “Sesay, archen’ya!”

      Excited yips tore through the air. Leaves rustled. Sticks snapped. Vegetation shivered high above, showing him their rapidly approaching path. Birds squawked in alarm and flew in various directions. The dogs burst through the undergrowth, eyes wide in excitement, tongues and ears flapping, tails raised in anticipation.

      Deklan lifted a fisted hand. The Ruthenarc wolves skidded to a stop and sat in quiet obedience at his feet. Nikita licked his muzzle, his midnight black front paws shifting in excitement. Neva, his golden female alpha, and Izia, her silver male beta, remained motionless, their eyes flickering to him and away, awaiting further instruction.

      Deklan leaned forward, his gaze intent on his youngest pack member. “Nikita, neriviztu.”

      Nikita stilled. His fur trembled from the effort. Practicing the command to remain perfectly still was necessary. At times, during assignments, his dogs could not make a sound. Much puppy remained in Nikita. Deklan had to work hard to guide the youthful exuberance out of him. At the ten-count mark, Deklan straightened and smoothed a pleased hand between Nikita’s ears.

      “Dokhor vok,” he praised. Each dog lifted their nose and demanded the same acknowledgment of being good dogs.

      Deklan found Neva’s bond, a beautiful golden thread. He called it forward. How is Nikita’s training going?

      He is not Vyshe, he is not.

      The mention of his lost wolf made Deklan’s jaw clench. He took a few steps back and opened the door to the house. No one is Vyshe. He won’t ever be replaced. Nikita will come into his own if you give him a chance.

      She chuffed air through her muzzle, her lips flapping. Too much play in him, too eager, too young, too much.

      Deklan considered her assessment. He did okay during our last overseas mission. This one will be longer and more involved. Will he be acceptable, or should he remain home?

      He will not jeopardize us, he will not.

      Deklan teased her ears. Thank you, that’s what I wanted to know.

      Neva licked his wrist and waited with the others for him to enter the house first. Deklan led them through the downstairs and out the back door. A narrow brick path led to a railroad turntable, where his black engine waited, positioned to take the track out of the city. A snarling wolf, the fangs morphing into the V of Wolvenguard, took up the center of the engine house in brilliant yellow. Matching accents traced the aggressive lines of the exterior. Anyone seeing his train would know who it belonged to without question.

      Deklan hoisted himself up the steep metal steps to the platform. He took two short steps to the door and popped the handle, the heavy steel door swung open. Angling his body, he motioned for them to jump up. They soared onto the platform and filed into the cab in leaping graceful bounds. When Nikita’s black, fluffy tail disappeared inside, Deklan followed. In patient obedience, they waited at the kennels stacked in the furthest corner. Neva and Izia needed help into theirs. Nikita could walk into his bottom space.

      Deklan patted the kennel floor. Neva lifted her paws, her nails scraping for purchase. Bracing his hands on her rump, he hefted her upward and let her scramble into the top kennel. He repeated the process with Izia, easier since the dog could pull his massive frame inside once Deklan provided a step for his back paws and then waited for Nikita to walk into his. He slid the locks into place, touching their noses afterward.

      After double-checking that his wolves were safe and secure, he went down a narrow hall into the engine room. Like its much smaller counterpart, the Ariot, his locomotive engine ran on the power of magnetic energy. He checked the panel connecting all the components and started the process to begin the forces that would drive the propulsion. Once he had the important information from Voklane, he wanted to depart.

      Back inside, he found the first two team members waiting for him. Sabrie, short and stalky, dressed in pants with an array of random-sized pockets, a t-shirt, and thick jacket, her cropped blonde hair gleamed in the muted interior light. A stuffed bag rested at her feet. Next to her, Galvin crouched, digging around in a chest.

      “I’m just saying, we don’t know where we’re going,” Galvin’s voice floated in the cavernous foyer. “Or who we’re after. I need options.”

      “There are options, and then,” she waved a hand over the chest, “there’s excess. This, my friend, is excess. We won’t need even half of this.”

      Galvin huffed in annoyance, tossing tawny hair from his eyes, and yanked a rifle from the box in one hand and a gleaming long knife in the other. “Knife or rifle? Which one will we need, Rie-Rie?”

      Her face twisted in disgust. “Don’t call me Rie-Rie. Ever.”

      Galvin looked her over, from the top of her head to her leather-clad toes. “Fits you. I like it better than Map Mistress.”

      Sabrie kicked out, slamming the flat of her boot into Galvin’s shoulder. Not expecting the sudden assault, his weapons specialist toppled over, gun and knife skittering across the floor in opposite directions. Galvin launched himself up from a prone position. In one fluid executed movement, he stood back on his feet, arms spread wide.

      “What in the arctic was that for?” Galvin demanded.

      “For being a scab,” Sabrie shot back, her body angled for another kick.

      “Know what your problem is?” Gavin asked, clearly unable to leave well enough alone.

      “You.”

      Gavin clenched his jaw and narrowed his eyes, about to make a stupid mistake.

      Deklan stepped out of the shadows of the stairs. “Enough.”

      The quiet, authoritative command stilled his operatives. Red flamed across Sabrie’s cheeks. Gavin took a careful step away from her. Deklan stared at them in silence, his discontent clear. When neither made another move toward the other or offered additional immature barbs, he motioned at the back door.

      “Load everything onto the engine and wait for me.”

      Sabrie snatched up her bag without looking at Gavin. Sighing, Gavin picked up the discarded weapons. After hoisting his belongings on his back, he lifted the chest. Wordless, he passed Deklan, giving a nod of acknowledgment.

      Tate walked through the door a while later, a heavy backpack strapped to his shoulders and a canvas duffel in his left hand. Disheveled black hair framed his face. He wasn’t much taller than Sabrie. Then again, to Deklan, most people were short.

      “Where’s everyone else?” Tate asked, using his foot to close the door.

      Deklan tilted his head to the side. “Out at the tracks, waiting in the engine. Hopefully, they’re behaving themselves.”

      Tate tsked and sighed. “Worse than siblings, those two.”

      Deklan grunted. “Do you have everything you’ll need?”

      Tate shrugged the weight on his back. “I always keep a med-bag ready, you know that.”

      “Just making sure.”

      “Don’t worry, if it’s in my power, everyone will return home.”

      Every job they took had an inherent danger, one they recognized. Tate had worked hard to save Vyshe, but in the end, the wolf's wounds had proven more than the medical scientist could treat. The loss had been the first for the team. The second Deklan had had to endure where his wolves were concerned. The echoes of fragile mortality now followed them on every mission. In time, Deklan hoped the tragedy would become far enough in the past to return to the more carefree nature the team had once shared.

      Deklan squeezed Tate’s shoulder in appreciation. “Can you please have Sabrie reach out to dispatch and ensure the rails are clear for us to Port Ice Hollows?”

      “Sure.”

      A rapid knock sounded from the front door. Tate continued. Deklan reached the door before his porter. He waved the man off, who executed a shallow bow before turning and disappearing back into the depths of the house. If Deklan had a choice, he’d live alone in the massive house with his wolves. But as an Arch Guardian, he had a small staff. A porter for his front door. A guardsman for security when he wasn’t home. A housekeeper to look after all the dust and dog hair. A chef to make sure he ate. He appreciated all their hard work yet wished the service he provided for his nation didn’t come with all the embellishments. Between the staff, the parties he was expected to attend, and the reverence of those who weren’t any different from him, Deklan often regretted accepting the high-ranking guardianship. He could secure escaped convicts and wanted criminals without all the flippancy.

      Voklane waited on the doorstep. The FIO guardian held out a folder. “Here’s everything I have, including maps with possible secret ports and rail lines. None of it’s been confirmed.”

      Deklan accepted the folder. “Could she actually be entering one of these ports?”

      “Unlikely since she took a known passenger vessel. However, one of them may get you closer to where she’s going if you don’t get ahead of her.”

      Voklane shook his hand, wished him luck, and left. Deklan searched out the household staff and let them know he’d be gone for an undetermined length of time. In his office, he went through his weapons. While he trusted his weapons expert to equip them, Deklan had a specific blade he wanted on his person. A gift from his father when he’d taken on the Wolvenguard position. He slid the knife into a sheath custom sewn into the back of his pants and then grabbed his bag on the way out the back.

      The powerful rumble of the engine vibrated through the air and under his feet. Deklan sprang up the stairs to the narrow landing and opened the cab door. Sabrie crouched before the kennel, petting Nikita’s nose through the narrow bars. She had a soft spot for the pup since they’d been introduced. Gavin tuned the guitar he kept in the cab from a short bench seat next to the kennels. The tight space housed the kennels, a bench, a driver, and a navigator seat. If all the seats were claimed, whoever was left out had to sit on the floor. Deklan went into the loud space housing the warming-up engine. After tossing his belongings onto the pile with everyone else’s, he did his safety inspection.

      “Everything good?” Sabria asked as he emerged from the back.

      “Yes.” Deklan stood at the control panel. He rarely sat. “Are we clear on the tracks?”

      “Yes, we’re authorized access, providing we leave within the next thirty minutes. After that, we’ll have to wait five hours. There’s a supply train heading to Glass Fields Correctional at seven.”

      The control panel gleamed in polished steel. Red paint marked the brake on his left. The throttle was black on his right, and the shifter remained silver. Gauges lined a small board. Various switches formed a neat line under the meters, including one that’d allow him to disrupt the magnetic force powering the steel beast. Deklan released the brake. A hiss sounded outside and the engine lurched. He pulled the gear shaft to first and eased the throttle forward, his left hand resting on the brake. The train glided along the tracks, slow and easy. Out the front window, he left his house behind, and Haven City passed, first slow, then faster as he shifted, demanding more power from the throttle. There were no crossings in Sziveria. A bridge or tunnel kept all traffic safe and flowing across the few areas where roads and rails co-existed.

      A rhythmic womp-womp joined with the muted grind of steel-on-steel underneath. The first hard chord of Gavin’s guitar marked the increase in speed outside the city borders. Sabrie slid a window open and leaned out, letting loose a loud whoop. Gavin played to her excitement, his fingers flying over the strings. Deklan grinned. How he loved his job.
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      Atlantic Ocean

      Two days later

      
      A cold ocean breeze ruffled Deklan’s hair from his face. Salt tinged the air, leaving a thick sensation on his skin. He braced his forearms on the rail. Neva stood beside him, her claws sunk into the wood, her tongue lolling as she watched the waves move across the horizon. Wind rippled across her golden fur, her russet accents more red than brown in the late evening sun. Behind him, Izia barked at the seagulls, offended that the winged creatures dared even to consider landing on his vessel. Nikita couldn’t decide between feeling the wind in his face or trying to catch a tasty bird from the sky and attempted to do both. Deklan sighed. At least the youngest of the pack would sleep well tonight.

      A chunk of ice floated past. Beautiful in the setting sun, a sculpture of nature bobbing along in ever-changing hues of blue, pale oranges, and pinks. Deklan frowned and searched the vast expanse for larger obstacles. They were at the tail end of the ice flows, but ships had been sailing for weeks without any reported issues. Hopefully the few small stragglers were all that remained of the vast flowing sheets from the arctic. In the winter months, the Atlantic and Black Oceans became impossible to navigate, frozen solid in places and covered in treacherous chunks of ice in the rest, even beyond the temperate zones.

      “We’re all unpacked and ready if you are,” Tate said behind him.

      Tate stood hunched into his jacket, the chilly wind toying with his black hair. Red tinged his bronze cheeks, and he sniffled, dancing in place.

      Deklan laughed. “Cold?”

      “Not all of us have Ruthenian blood flowing through our veins.”

      Deklan clapped him on the shoulder. “Let me make sure we’re still good for our heading, and I’ll meet everyone in my cabin. You can get a fire burning in the woodstove if you want.”

      “Will do.” Tate gave the signal for the small pack to follow him to the cabin to wait for Deklan.

      At the helm, Deklan checked with one of the deckhands he’d hired for the voyage. He confirmed they remained on course and then headed to his cabin. The team lounged around the spacious room. A large bed, a nightstand, and a dresser were on the right wall. Windows across from the entry overlooked the endless sky and water. A desk and a small kitchen area were to the left. Underneath the windows, a couch and chair provided the illusion of a living space. Tate had started a fire in the woodstove and sat in the chair nearest to the growing heat. Lamps provided a warm, amber glow to the room.

      Sabrie sprawled on the couch while Galvin sat on the floor rubbing Neva’s belly. Izia had fit his body into the small space under the desk, becoming a shadow of silver fur. Nikita sat at the couch, his muzzle on the arm, a gaze of desperation on Sabrie for attention. The wolf had learned who the softy was in the group and took advantage of it whenever possible.

      Deklan pulled on his bond, a sapphire thread connecting him to the young male. Nikita, go lay by the bed.

      The wolf dropped to the floor with a dramatic whine, exposing his belly and folding his paws onto his stomach.

      “He was fine,” Sabrie whispered.

      Nikita, Deklan chastised, pointing where he wanted the wolf to lay.

      “He has to learn to obey,” Deklan said to Sabrie.

      Neva flipped onto her stomach and fixed her stare on Nikita. Deklan snapped his fingers. When her golden eyes switched to him, he nodded a fist up and down. She yawned, laid her head on her paws, and looked away. Continuing to grumble his displeasure, Nikita skulked to the bed.

      Dog drama handled, Deklan went to the desk and opened the folder. “All right. Here’s the maps of New Columbia.” He handed them to Sabrie. “Supposedly, there are some ghost ports and rails. Take them into account just in case they’re real, and we can utilize them.”

      “They aren’t confirmed?” Sabrie accepted the documents, unfolding them on the seat next to her.

      “No.” He handed her a clean sheet of paper for her route planning.

      Tucking a lock of blonde hair behind her ear, she leaned over the pages in concentration. “Then how do they even know about them?”

      “I didn’t get an explanation.” Deklan sifted through the papers until he came to two drawings. Voklane had ensured the team was well-informed. Facing the team, Deklan held up the images. “Joel Blackbain and Lucianna Castien are our targets.”

      “Working together?” Galvin asked.

      “Negative. It’s believed Lucianna is after information from Joel, who was our primary goal until the girl involved herself. Nineteen and an interceptor-in-training.”

      Tate whistled, reaching out and taking the picture of Lucianna. “Sziveria wants her asset returned.”

      “Sziveria needs both of them returned,” Deklan amended. “Blackbain is an escapee from Stonebreak.”

      Sabrie glanced up. “Why weren’t we called in when the escape happened, like normal?”

      Deklan half sat on the desk, bracing his hands on the cool surface. His fingers curled around the edge as he took a steadying breath. His team wasn’t going to like what he had to reveal. “Because he didn’t escape by normal means. He had help.”

      “Don’t they always have some form of help?” Tate asked.

      Deklan shook his head. “Not like this.” Now, he had their complete attention. “Four years ago, a woman named Jessalyn Silverna came to my house with a unique request. She needed private access to her father, Arch Guardian Praekasdian. No one could know about the meeting because no one could know the secret information he was about to give her what I’m about to share with you. No one can know, understand? When we apprehend Blackbain, he will be quietly returned to one of the Northern Boundary prisons under a new identity.”

      He waited until they all acknowledged his order before continuing. “For over ten years now, Praekasdian has been at the mercy of a group calling themselves the V Alliance. Four years ago, when Jessi visited, Praekasdian came clean about the coercion. The group had ordered the assassination of his daughter, and when that didn’t work, they threatened his wife, too.”

      “Summer sun,” Tate said, swiping a hand down his face. “To have the arch guardian over the prison system in your pocket…”

      “Yes,” Deklan agreed, frowning. His fingers tightened over the wooden edge. “For those first six years, a lot of damage was done. The group funneled convicts out of the country via fake prison transfers. Where they sent them, we aren’t sure yet, but one theory is they’re using the prisoners for slave labor.”

      “For what purpose?” Galvin asked, draping an arm over his bent knee.

      “Raiventon’s wife believes they’ve been stealing resources from Uninhabited Zones outside New Columbia, Perazil, Westica, and possibly Ravenna.”

      Tate whistled again. “Wow, that’d be an untapped income source.”

      “Yes.”

      Sabrie tapped her fingers on the pages in front of her. “The slave labor would ensure no one knew about it, too. Keep everything secret and just distribute.”

      “Organization that large, though, someone is bound to start talking,” Galvin said.

      “Someone has,” Deklan agreed. “They spoke to our girl there. Joel Blackbain is believed to be the brains behind the distribution. He ensures the products they obtain are being sent to the correct markets. Lucianna Castien is under the impression he’ll have information she’s desperate for.”

      Tate leaned forward, returning the picture of the young woman to Deklan. “What information?”

      Deklan opted not to look too closely at the drawing. She seemed familiar somehow, and he didn’t need the distraction. Without turning, he set the page behind him. “From my understanding, two years ago, the V Alliance had her family killed in front of her and then kidnapped her. She’s searching for the assassin.”

      Galvin cursed, Sabrie covered her eyes, and Tate flexed his jaw.

      Sabrie dropped her hand. “And, in their infinite wisdom, someone decided to train this girl as an interceptor?”

      Galvin looked at her. “She can’t help her Gen-Heir talent.”

      “No, but she’s not stable, is she? And now she’s out there running around, needing rescued because she’s not ready to be a team player.”

      Deklan resisted the urge to rub his temples. “We aren’t here to argue the decision to train her. She’s important to many powerful people, and we’re bringing her home. Obtaining Joel Blackbain is also necessary. He’s the backbone of a very bad group and a terrible human. He was sent to Stonebreak for a reason. He’ll be going back, probably to Northern Pointe, where he’ll spend the rest of his life in miserable cold, alone in a cell.”

      “And what of this Alliance?” Tate asked. “What’s being done about them?”

      “They aren’t our problem right now,” Deklan answered. “You know how we function when I’m asked to carry out a mission with this team. We get our orders, we execute.”

      “In other words, they don’t know much.” Sabrie shook her head in disgust. “Great. Are they operating out of Sziveria?”

      “I don’t know enough to answer that,” Deklan admitted. “I only know about where it concerns the prisoners.”

      Sabrie collected the maps and paper. “Can I work on this in my quarters? I want to look at my maps of New Columbia before I decide on a route.”

      “Of course,” Deklan said.

      She rose. “Thank you.”

      Galvin stood and followed Sabrie out. Tate waited until the door closed before standing.

      “Is this Joel Blackbain, the former Wintersfall?” Tate asked.

      “He is.”

      Tate sucked air through his teeth. “If he gets his hands on her, it won’t be good.”

      “I know. I’m hoping she has enough training to get herself out of a bad situation, at least. And we have you.”

      “There are some things I can’t fix, Deklan.”

      Deklan scrubbed his hands down his face. “Hopefully, it won’t come to that.”

      Tate nodded and left. Silence settled around Deklan like a blanket. Outside, the gentle rush of waves against the wooden hull allowed him to gather his thoughts. Reaching behind, he picked up the detailed sketch of Lucianna Castien. Name, age, weight, height, hair, and eye color were all stamped in neat letters across the bottom.

      A tingle flowed across the ink covering his back. He flexed his shoulders, looking over the drawing of the beautiful young woman. Emphasis on young. And yet, the eyes staring out at him from the paper were anything but youthful. She was a study in the perfect subject for an artist to draw. Oval face. Long, straight, dark hair. Pale eyes, if the way the light caught them in the sketch were any indication. The text below the sketch stated her eyes were gray. Thin brows. Shapely nose. Even lips, neither the top nor bottom larger, and were slightly parted as though the artist had captured her mid-breath. He wondered if they were a natural pink or sallow like some women’s lips tended to be without the aid of rouge. The faint shadow along her cheek hinted at sculpted cheeks and a soft jawline. The familiarity niggled at him again. How did he know her?

      He'd have noticed if a beautiful woman like her had crossed his path. Unless she worked hard not to be seen. But he had crossed paths with her somewhere. An event with too many other people around for him to have been able to spend any real time looking at her. That had to be it.

      Deklan knew of her father, the infamous assassin Henry Castien. He’d never met the man personally, though. Castien had retired before Deklan took over the Wolvenguard arch guardianship, and they didn’t move in the same circles.

      “What are you doing?” he asked the paper. The woman remained silent, her pensive gaze meeting his from the page, giving the sensation she was real, captured within the fibers. Sighing, Deklan returned the sketch to the desk. “I hope I find you in one piece.”

      
      Ten miles outside Valendavia, New Columbia

      Five days later

      
      Cia had underestimated Joel Blackbain. If she were being completely honest, she would admit to having misjudged her entire plan. Yes, she made it across the Atlantic safely. Yes, she had somehow managed to get to this encampment by stowing away and sneaking through checkpoints meant to keep men in rather than out. The whole setup felt like a freaky outdoor prison camp, complete with the stench of misery and human filth.

      Locating his office had been the easiest part. A three-story, rickety building, the top level had a wall of glass overlooking the pitiful domain. Cia had waited until night, huddling in the shadows of the building across, an unused space from what she could tell. Once the lamplight had gone out, she’d found a way in and up to the spacious room. Cold, hungry, and exhausted, her only goal had been to find the paperwork with the name of the assassin used by the V Alliance and get back to Valdendavia. To civilization, a hot meal, and if she were lucky, a cold shower and a real bed. Twenty minutes in, and she still hadn’t found his filing system.

      Anxiety clawed at her. What if she’d betrayed her team for nothing? Traveled all this way to leave empty-handed? No. She squeezed her eyes shut. No. She would find what she came for. She would learn the identity of the man responsible for the worst day of her life.

      Cia went to the dark, sizable desk. She plopped down in the leather chair and surveyed the opulent room. Rugs covered the floor. Floor-to-ceiling shelves on either wall were lined with books, sensual figurines, and various other forms of sexual depravity depicted in forms of violence. A shudder raced up her spine. She shouldn’t be here. She knew it deep inside, yet she couldn’t bring herself to leave without the information she’d traveled so far and risked so much for. Perched on the corner of the desk, a particularly graphic bronzed portrayal of a man mounting some strange fantasy creature of indeterminate gender made her grimace. Her education in debauchery had grown in the past few months. If her father knew…

      Cia quickly squashed that thought. If her father knew a lot of things, he’d be horrified. And disappointed. Ignoring the erotica, she took in the entire room. How would she store her files if she were a paranoid fugitive working for a malicious organization? The books drew her attention. Random in their placement, shades of gray in the faint moonlight, they appeared grouped by color. A sliver of excitement raced through her. Rising, she rubbed her hands together.

      The first set of books she pulled down were regular leather-bound tombs, the printed words shadows on the paper. She checked the next group, moving closer to the window and the moonlight. Neat rows of numbers in three columns took up pages. His ledger. What her group wouldn’t give to see the record. Cia stuffed the register into her shoulder bag and moved on. The rest of the books proved useless. She crossed the room and searched the other collection of shelves.

      A polished stone figurine rested on a stack of thin notebooks on the middle shelf nearest the desk. Cia sighed, not wanting to touch the lewd piece. She pushed at the base until the statuette toppled off with a heavy clunk. The first book contained columns similar to the ledger she already had, except number groupings followed random symbols instead of all numbers. Turning the book, she shifted closer to the window and tried to make sense of the pages.

      The number combinations were familiar. She gazed out the window in thought. Below, a few people milled about on a wooden walkway suspended over mud-saturated ground. Candles in jars stuck on posts provided enough illumination to walk by. Single- and two-story buildings crafted of wood stuck out in jagged silhouettes against the starry horizon. The sequences clicked in her mind. Radio frequency codes. Blinking, Cia flipped through the pages.

      While she didn’t understand the symbols that were likely the names associated with the radio identification, she did know which codes would belong to Sziveria. None in the book made sense. How many radio calls did the man make? If all the slender books contained names and numbers, that would be thousands. Cia chose not to think about how vast a network would need to be to require so many contacts. She searched the next book, then the next one. Finally, she found one with familiar codes and stuck it into her messenger bag. She returned the stack to its original appearance, cringing as she replaced the questionable piece of art.

      Patting her bag, she crept across the center of the room. A sense of accomplishment filled her with elation. Something useful had to be in the two books she had confiscated. Maybe the name of the assassin. Or maybe they would be enough to ease the damage she’d done by leaving without notice.

      She opened the door. A tall, shadowed figure loomed in front of her. Shocked, Cia recoiled backward, a scream lodged in her throat. Sound didn’t have a chance to escape. A hand shot out and grasped her neck under her jaw. Squeezing, her assailant leaned closer. His face came into focus, close enough for the meager light to reflect in his pale eyes.

      “Hello, pretty,” he whispered, his voice silky.

      Cia gurgled and tried to twist free. He would have none

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

