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      She broke his heart…

       

      Besides his work as a violent crime’s investigator, Sylphine is the only thing that’s ever gotten under Jonathon Hunter’s skin. When she arrives in Haven City, desperate for his help, honor won’t let him walk away from her. But old anger from her previous lack of trust, and his long-suppressed desire, leave him in a precarious situation.

       

      Now he controls her future…

       

      All the men in Sylphine’s past have used her for their own purposes, and her future looks no different. An old family enemy has set plans in motion to force Sylphine into marriage. With nowhere else to go, Sylphine turns to the one person who can help—and the one person who probably never wants to see her again. Jonathon agrees, but not without conditions. She must allow him to test the boundaries of her comfort zone to learn how to control her Sympathic gift. She soon realizes if she can’t trust him, all her previous fears about love may cost her everything.

       

      Together, they discover the treacherous reason someone is desperate for her shipping empire, and the reckless measures her adversary will go to claim her. And as the tension heats up between them, Jonathon soon makes it clear he’ll be the one staking his claim…
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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 into 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 PCE, strong talents are now inherited traits, passed down through genetics. The recipients of an unavoidable hereditary legacy are known as Gen-Heirs. Trains, ships, carriages, and if one can afford them, small magnetically powered vehicles move people. Radios are the only means of quick communication besides handwritten messages. Heated water is a luxury. Extreme drops in temperature and harsh arctic winds have forced most food growth indoors, in greenhouses. A dangerously lethal virus known as Human Rabies Syndrome (HRS) plagues the globe. The inhabited world is growing at a slow rate, each unique country striving to exist in harsher, cold climates, and those who survive have become ruthless in their quest to thrive in this new, forsaken world...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Ranking System

          

        

      

    

    
      Guardians of Sziveria

      

      Queen/King Elect

      Prince/Princess Elect

      Arch Guardian

      Prince/Princess

      Shield Guardian

      Master Guardian

      Primary Guardian

      Key Guardian

      Guardian (anyone who serves the realm)

      

      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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      Sunrise Cliffs, Italyssa

      October 7th, 834 P.C.E.

      

      Nathalia Seartavos asked the impossible of her daughter. Sylphine stared at her mother and tried to form a coherent thought, or intelligible words. Both failed her. Warm ocean air fluttered past vivid blue curtains the same color as the sparkling water beyond. The entire floor was open to the outside. Yellow sandstone tile reflected the mid-afternoon sun, drenching the entire space in an ivory glow. Paradise on most days. Today, the Land of Sun and Wind had become a nightmare in the making.

      “I’m sorry, you wish for me to do what?” Sylphine asked slowly. Perhaps she’d misunderstood.

      Nathalia licked her lips and reached for her daughter’s hands. “Listen carefully, my dove, either you go and convince your promised to go through with the marriage, or you will be forced into a union with Leone Cyrano.”

      “Mitaika, none of this is making any sense. You aren’t making any sense. Why would I be forced into anything?”

      Serene patience settled over Nathalia’s beautiful face. The breeze circling the room teased the long, still-blonde length of her hair. “When our country was planned, the founders needed a way to ensure every man and woman would do their duty to our infant country and create families. They passed a law decreeing that if anyone was not married by their twenty-first year, a petition could be placed for a union. You’re twenty-four and unwed. The Cyrano family placed such a petition before the House. They granted the request.” Her mother’s gem-green eyes shone with fear and desperation. “Please Sylphine, return to Sziveria. Persuade your Key Guardian to finally marry you.”

      Somehow Sylphine managed not to reach for her left arm, which held not one but two promise bands. Seven months ago, Jonathon Hunter had literally tossed his band away in anger and disgust, dissolving what had been a perfect arrangement for them both. Or so she had thought. Life was much more complicated than the make-believe she’d tried to force their relationship into. They’d both paid a high price. Sylphine swallowed. She couldn’t go back to Jonathon.

      “I’m afraid that isn’t an option. I will just tell Mr. Cyrano I don’t wish to marry him,” Sylphine stated.

      Nathalia’s hold tightened to discomfort. “The law doesn’t work that way. Once granted, he has the right to marry you, regardless of our refusal.”

      Disbelief choked Sylphine. “What? How can that be? They’d allow me to be raped. Because that’s what would happen if I marry a man I do not wish!”

      Her mother blew out a heavy breath. “When the law was made, they didn’t care about that. They only cared about the population growing. The law hasn’t been used for over a hundred years now. But we both know the Cyrano’s have been desperately trying to get into this family for a very long time.”

      When a merger failed between the Cyrano’s and Seartavos’s, the Cyrano family decided the next best way to get their hands on the shipping empire was through marriage. To date, none of the Seartavos line had taken to what the Cyrano’s had to offer, including Sylphine. Ten years older than her, Leone had been after Sylphine since she grew breasts at fourteen.

      When she’d become legally old enough to wed at seventeen and had her celebration of life party, he’d immediately tried to convince her marriage was essential. He’d make her happy, and she needed him to ensure the future of Sun Wind Trade and Commerce thrived. Sylphine had answered by quickly becoming engaged to the first of many mistakes. When possible, she’d managed to remain in an engaged relationship to keep the Cyrano’s at bay. At least until she realized her unique genetically inherited ability of being able to experience another’s emotions at a touch, had been being taken advantage of by the men who’d promised to love and honor her.

      What would happen if she were to marry a man who didn’t even claim that much? Sylphine shivered. At least Jonathon, who’d agreed to a completely false engagement, had never touched her. Not even to hold her hand. Sylphine never knew how he felt about her, and until the moment he’d bitterly dissolved their relationship, she hadn’t wanted to know.

      Breathing away regret and heartache, she knew she had to be honest with her mother. “I’m afraid Jonathon wants nothing to do with me.”

      Nathalia stilled. Her beautiful eyes searched Sylphine’s face. On a tug, she forced Sylphine onto the nearest chaise lounge, positioned to take in the most of the breathtaking cliffside view. “I thought this one was for real. You said he would last.”

      Sylphine worked her bottom lip between her teeth. A seagull let loose a cry and swooped low on a steady breeze. “He… lost someone he loved. I couldn’t help him. Everything fell apart.”

      “You are a Sympath,” her mother said in disbelief. “How could you fail him?”

      Shame burned her cheeks red. “I never let him touch me. I couldn’t help him process, or even understand what he was feeling. He didn’t speak of his loss. He was so angry.”

      “His anger should have been no surprise. Death is a void; you know this. But we can celebrate life if we know how to see past the loss and embrace the love.” Nathalia shook her head. “He will be better now. You can still go to him. Don’t you care for him?”

      Caring, Sylphine had learned the hard way, wasn’t enough. “Mita… I can’t marry,” Sylphine whispered. Hating the tears that burned her eyes. “Please, help me find a way out of this law.”

      Tears shone in Nathalia’s gaze. “There is no way out other than marriage to another before he can serve the petition. My dove, if you don’t want him, you must choose another.”

      A heavy knock sounded on the tall, thick wooden door to Sylphine’s bedroom suite. Nathalia leapt off the lounge and rushed across the room. The long, sheer layers of her lavender to dark purple gown floated behind her. The bells around her ankles joined the tranquil flutter of the curtains. Sylphine closed her eyes and tried to focus on the familiar sounds, and the salty, fresh air.

      “Erico, what is it?” her mother asked, her voice laced with anxiety.

      “There is an envoy here from the Cyrano’s demanding to see Young Mistress Seartavos.”

      “Where is Acrisius?”

      Sylphine rubbed her damp palms on her thighs. If her father could have fixed this, he would have already. Since her mother was the calmer of the two parents, apparently, she’d been sent to try to talk reason into her daughter. The situation appeared to be as bleak as Nathalia painted.

      “Master Seartavos is speaking with the envoy, Mistress. He told me to tell you if Young Mistress Seartavos doesn’t wish to leave with the men, she must depart via the tunnels. There is no other way.”

      Nathalia’s shocked gasp preceded the slamming of the door. “They are coming! Sylphine, my dove, hurry!”

      Shoes came flying at her from the right. She squeaked and grabbed for them, hugging the buttery-soft leather to her chest. Her mother’s bare feet slapped across the stone floor to the other side of the room, where a door connected to the next room. They rushed through the second floor, and took stairs down to the basement level, which were cut into the stone face of the cliff. Like the house above, the lowest level opened out to the ocean, drenching the dark space in glowing light.

      “Mita, what am I supposed to do?” Sylphine asked breathlessly, chasing after her mother’s fleeing form down a long tunnel.

      “Get to a ship bound for Sziveria, doesn’t matter what kind, you can’t be in a passenger manifold or any manifest.”

      Shocked, Sylphine stopped. “What? You want me to… stowaway?”

      Her mother turned and reached for her. In the dimly lit space, her eyes were colorless, but desperation was no less evident in them. “You must. If the Cyrano’s know where you’ve gone, they will intercept you. Please, tell me, do you want to escape him or see what your fate will be in their hands? I must know. You either have to go through with getting to Sziveria, and to your promised, by any means you can. Or you need to stay here and face the petition.”

      The enormity of her situation crashed around her like the tunnel caving in. Either she left her home, the safety and love of her parents, or she found herself forced into a marriage to a vengeful, greedy family. “Oh, summer sun, this is really happening to me.”

      Her mother squeezed her arms. “Yes. And either you get to Jonathon, who can keep you safe, or another. We can’t protect you here. Is there anyone else if not him?”

      Sylphine realized even if there was, which there wasn’t, she wouldn’t want anyone else. She shook her head. “No, there is no one else. But Sziveria is a three-day ocean journey. How am I supposed to sneak on and survive that without food or water?”

      Nathalia licked her lips and hastily began removing her jewelry. Her earrings, bracelets, and three rings fell into Sylphine hands. “Use these to purchase passage from a crew member. Try not to use them all, but if necessary, do it. And when you’re on board, hide. Do not let anyone know where you’ve gone to sleep your nights. Sneak into the galley the first night and take only what you need to live, nothing extra. One meal a day, my dove, do you understand?”

      Fear coiled in her chest. Sylphine nodded when her mother pressed again. “Okay, yes.”

      “When you reach Sziverian shores, do what you must, but get to Jonathon. Radio us when you arrive so we know you’re safe.”

      When her mother pulled her, Sylphine dug her feet into the stone. “Mitaika, I don’t have my papers; they won’t let me in.”

      The heavy pound of booted feet echoed near the bright entrance to the tunnel. Nathalia hissed and yanked Sylphine’s arm hard enough to cause her to stumble.

      “There is no time,” her mother urged. “You will have to seek asylum when you get there. Your Guardian is an enforcer, he can help, I’m sure. All that matters now is your safety.”

      “They wouldn’t hurt me, would they?” Surely, if Leone wanted her as his bride, she’d arrive to him healthy.

      “It’s not you that I worry about after the contract ceremony, my dove.” Her mother’s voice was grave, her fingertips digging into the flesh of Sylphine’s arm to the point of pain.

      Sylphine ran to keep pace. Her mother’s words echoed in her mind. “You think he’d hurt you after he had me as his wife?”

      “I know he would. How else would the Cyrano’s gain control of Sun Wind?”

      “Come with me, Mita!”

      They stopped at the opening. Cracks of light broke through the rickety door concealed behind a wall of ivy. Her mother caressed her cheek to her jaw. “I can’t leave your father, you know this. We will be fine, as long as you’re safe. Your father is very powerful here. Once you’re away, we can begin to try to battle the petition, but not before. If they are able to serve it to you, all will be lost.” She pressed a kiss to Sylphine’s forehead and then pushed the door open. Brilliant light flooded around them, making Sylphine’s already tear-filled eyes burn. “Go.”
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      A fine mist blanketed Haven City, covering the ground in a haze and swirling in the air. Not for the first time, Sylphine wrapped her arms around herself, longing for sunlight since leaving the warmth of Italyssa. She tried to focus on the angry driver screaming profanities and demands for raimarks she didn’t have to pay for the journey she’d needed from the MagnaRail station to the Enforcement Services East Street Division. Jonathon Hunter, also known as Key Guardian Asherwick in Sziveria, worked in the building as an investigator.

      Sylphine had been foolish enough to think the driver would be charitable since she’d asked to be brought to an Enforcement precinct. The livid red of his jiggling cheeks, and the spittle coating the lower half of his dark beard, revealed exactly how benevolent he was inclined to be with her. Hunger gnawed at her stomach, and she knew if she itched anymore at the seams of the course gown she wore, she’d bleed.

      “Mister, I am very sorry. Just let me go inside to my promised, and he will gladly pay you.”

      The man pointed at the tall, bleak building. “He’s in there?”

      “Yes, he is a Master Tribunii with Enforcement Services, and a Key Guardian.”

      He looked her over, narrowing his dark eyes to slits. Sylphine pulled her shoulders back and raised a brow. Despite her poor attire and filthy state, she was an heiress, and she knew how to look like one.

      Shaking his head, he sighed. “I go in with you.”

      Knowing she had no other choice, Sylphine agreed. At least she was in Haven City, safe, despite the sketchy travel means she’d endured, very near to the man who would help her out of a deep hole she’d found herself stuck in. Again.

      The usual bustle of the division precinct was subdued in the later evening hours. Sylphine strode with purpose to the front desk, all the while aware of the suspicious glare of the driver at her back.

      Under normal circumstances, she would have gone straight to the Hunter residence. But her situation was anything except ordinary, and she refused to put Jonathon’s sister, Ramsey, in danger. While the chances of the Cyrano’s knowing she was in Sziveria at this moment were minuscule, the risk remained. Hopefully, since Jonathon seemed to live at the East Street Division, her waking nightmare would soon be over.

      Taking a deep breath, Sylphine approached the front desk. She pasted on a smile and rested her arms on the tall reception counter. A woman looked up from a word puzzle spread out before her in the newspaper. Annoyance made the creases on her face more prominent. Her grayish-blue eyes took in Sylphine, and with a sniff, she returned her attention to the puzzle.

      “This isn’t the overnight shelter. It’s two blocks,” she lifted her pen and pointed to the left, “that way.”

      Sylphine kept her shock internal and shook her head. She figured she looked terrible, but not that terrible. “No, I am not….”

      The woman glanced up again. A sagging, gray-streaked bun shifted on the crown of her head. “Clothing distribution is on the first Friday of every month, during business hours.”

      Sylphine opened her hands and shook her head again. “No, I do not need…”

      “Look lady,” the receptionist snapped, “unless you have a crime to report, we don’t have anything for charity. I’m sorry. Go to the shelter, they have everything you need.”

      The driver coughed. Sylphine resisted the urge to shoot him a glare. Smoothing her fingers along the polished surface of the counter, she tried again. “I need to speak with MT Hunter. Please.”

      “Is this concerning a case?” she asked, leaning forward, her gaze filled with suspicion.

      “I’m his promised, and I need to speak with him. Now, please. You can tell me where his office is, I will get there myself.”

      “MT Hunter left about an hour ago.” The woman returned to her puzzle. “If you’re his promised, you can get to his house, can’t you?”

      Sylphine sensed more than saw the driver close in behind her. The frustration rebounded off her in waves. “You said you’d get my money for your fare.”

      “Yes, and I will,” Sylphine assured. She looked back at the receptionist. “Please call MT Hunter. Please. I have no way to get to his house. I took a hired carriage here. I swear he knows me. I have had a terrible journey. I was robbed, and I fell off the pier in Port Anchor. East Street Division is closer from the rail station than Jonathon’s house.”

      The woman stared for quiet seconds, flipping the pen idly between her fingers. She pointed it at Sylphine with a glare. “If I radio him and you’re lying, I will be the witness this man needs against you to put you behind bars for theft.”

      Anxiety curled in her chest. Please, please don’t hate me so much, Jonathon. “Very well.”

      On a long-suffering sigh, the woman twisted in her seat towards the long row of radios. During normal business hours, there would be an operator for each station. She retrieved a huge binder from underneath the counter and flipped through its pages. Moments later, the static of an undesignated outbound signal flared. With quick skill, she designated the call. The signal chirped.

      “MT Hunter, Key Guardian Asherwick,” Jonathon’s voice said over the line.

      Sylphine almost slumped in relief.

      The receptionist shot her a sideways glower. “Hello, MT, this is Gweneth at East Street Division. I have a woman here claiming to be your promised. She insisted I call.”

      Tense silence crackled on the line. Gweneth’s stare scathed. Sylphine held her breath.

      “Who?”

      Jonathon gaped at the radio in his hand. Surely, he’d misunderstood the East Street Division’s evening receptionist. “Can you please repeat?”

      “Yes. She says her name is Sylfa Seartava.”

      Tilting his head back, Jonathon chuckled deep in his throat at the awful butchering of a name that still managed to make his pulse race more than he cared to admit. “Sylphine Seartavos?”

      “Yes.”

      Jonathon held the receiver against his chest in thought. Why was Sylphine in Haven City, and why did she go to the precinct and not to the house like she used to? She also still claimed to be promised to him, when over six months ago he’d called off their engagement. He hadn’t seen her since that dark night. Alarm snaked along his spine. Something bad must have happened. “I’ll be there in a few moments.”

      “Copy.”

      The faint click of the transmission ending echoed in the dim office. Jonathon sighed and reached for his jacket. His luck would have something happening the moment he walked into the precinct, and him not in uniform to handle the situation. The golden yellow threads of the Enforcement Services crest, his name, and dual rankings over the left breast glimmered faintly as he shrugged into the black coat. HCES in large block letters screened onto the back in the same golden shade made clear what the front didn’t. Haven City Enforcement Services: Investigative Division was printed in smaller letters underneath.

      He clipped his badge and gun onto his belt. Despite the effort being futile, too many hours had passed since he took a shower this morning, he tried to tame the thick mess of hair on his head. Silence greeted him in the foyer. He glanced up the stairs, where his sister remained in her room, as usual. Shaking his head at her extreme antisocial behavior, he left the house.

      Brisk night air swirled heavy with moisture. Jonathon strode with purpose to his Ariot parked beside the house. The sleek silver lines of the two-seater vehicle glistened in the gaslights lining the street. Jonathon’s income bracket made the magnetically powered vehicle well outside his means. He was fortunate that as the Master Tribunii for his team, and overall lead investigator for the East Street Division violent crimes unit, he needed a mode of transportation not reliant on beast or man.

      With the flip of a small switch next to the steering column, Jonathon started the process to power his ride. The soft hum of motion reverberated through the Ariot. Carefully, Jonathon eased onto the road. It would take a few more minutes of generated power to light the filaments of his front lights. Until then, the glow of the street lamps would do. The streets were mostly deserted this time of night. Soon, the cold arctic air from the north would make traveling this time of day impossible for anyone but those who had an Icekutian breed of horse and lots of layers. Early autumn brought frosty nights, but not enough to hamper travel.

      At East Street Division, he pulled into a front parking space. During the day, hired rides lined the curb. Only one carriage waited outside, and as Jonathon bounded up the steps, he noted it was empty. An angry female shriek followed by a male roar loud enough to be heard outside had Jonathon rushing the remaining distance to the doors. He yanked on the handle and a whoosh of air rushed past him.

      A tall, heavy, bearded man had his hands wrapped around the upper arms of a smaller, disheveled woman. Tangled, matted hair of an indeterminate color hung in thick cords down her back. A faded burlap dress drooped off her frame, at least a size too big. The man gave the woman a harsh shake.

      “Where is my money?” he barked, glaring at Gweneth. “Get an enforceman here now, I want her detained for theft.”

      Crossing his arms, Jonathon settled his weight onto his heels. “I’m an enforceman. What has she stolen?”

      Wide eyes, the shade of a summer ocean snapped in his direction. Jonathon’s breath caught in his chest. He stared at the raggedy woman in disbelief. “Sylphine?”

      She nodded but made no effort to pretend she didn’t look like a vagrant. “Hello, Jonathon. Thank you for coming.”

      The musical lilt of her voice never failed to send a delicious shiver down his spine. Jonathon shot the man holding her a dark glower. Fisting his hands, he stepped forward. The man peeled his fingers from her arms and took a slow step back. “She owes me raimarks. Said you’d pay them.”

      Jonathon looked Sylphine over again. Every piece of jewelry that normally adorned her was missing. Her rings, earrings, the enticing beads, feathers and ribbons in her hair, necklaces, and bracelets, except… He narrowed his gaze on her left wrist, where two silver bands enclosed her wrist. Interesting. Everything else was gone.

      “How much?”

      The man grumbled an amount. When Jonathon arched a brow at the cost, the man sputtered, “I’ve been waiting here almost an hour. That’s at least two additional fares she cost me by not being able to pay.”

      Jonathon sighed, but didn’t argue. He had questions he couldn’t ask until he had the lovely Miss Seartavos to himself. The driver accepted the raimarks without another word and fled the building.

      “Is there anything else?” Jonathon asked Gweneth.

      She shook her head, her limp bun flopped around. “No, MT, nothing.”

      Giving a nod of thanks, he grasped Sylphine’s fabric-covered elbow before she could protest and hauled her towards the doors. On a quick glance, he noted the angry red skin on her chest, wrists, and he imagined anywhere else the course material touched.

      Outside, he released her. She put several feet between them, ensuring he wouldn’t be able to grab her again. Old anger flared through him. Why had he expected anything would have changed? He motioned towards his Ariot.

      “Explain to me how you’ll allow that terrible dress to touch you, but I can’t,” he asked, opening the door for her.

      Startled, she froze mid step on the sidewalk. “The dress can’t take over my senses.”

      “Only rub them raw.”

      Picking up the faded brown length of skirt, she stepped onto the street. Without another word, she slipped into the Ariot. Jonathon sighed and closed the door with more force than necessary. Once inside, he reached for the switch and then stopped. Twisting in his seat, he faced her.

      The faint light from a nearby lamp washed her in subtle shadows, bringing attention to the tangle of her hair and the smudges of dirt coating all her visible skin. Still, even beneath the filth, Sylphine’s beauty outshone any other woman he’d met. The gentle angles of her jaw, cheeks, nose, and chin were made for staring. Her sensual, full, naturally pink mouth was made for kissing. Something even now he had to practice real restraint to keep from attempting. And the tragedy of a dress she wore hid a body made for a man’s hands. Jonathon flexed his fingers over the wheel. But the hands touching her would not be his.

      “All right, what’s going on? No lies, and don’t evade my questions,” he ordered. “I don’t see or hear from you for almost seven months, and then you show up at my work looking like,” he waved his hand around, “this. Start talking.”
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      In the darkness of the Ariot, Sylphine had hoped to find a sense of security. But with every breath she took, Jonathon’s very masculine scent of cedar, warm musk, and him scattered her thoughts. The sheer presence of him invaded her space. And his voice… She squeezed her eyes shut. His rich, deep timbre caused her heart to clench.

      How she’d missed him.

      Tears of relief burned her eyes. She breathed through the annoying flash of emotion. Breaking down in front of her former promised, fake as the arrangement may have been, wasn’t something she could personally afford. Jonathon Hunter wasn’t the kind of man to ignore a woman’s distress, no matter how much distance he wanted between them. He’d be compelled to somehow soothe her.

      

      Exhausted and riding the edge of hysteria, she didn’t think she’d be able to deny the potential comfort his touch could provide. The rush of emotions that would accompany the attempt would be her undoing. Her own emotional state teetered on the brink of a meltdown. She didn’t need to deal with his too.

      Already concern, annoyance, and something she couldn’t identify shifted in the air around her, brushing her skin with tiny flutters. If she were to touch him, those same feelings would arc straight into her. Taking a deep breath, she focused on the haze swirling outside and not on the tense vibrations within the small vehicle.

      “A dangerous rival of my father made threats against us. My parents were concerned about my safety, so they sent me here.” To you. Sylphine wasn’t ready to divulge everything. Not yet. She flexed her fingers into the coarse weave covering her thighs.

      “What happened on the way that you’ve lost everything? Where you robbed?”

      “Not exactly.” A heavy sigh rushed from her. “There was not any time for me to pack or even get enough money to purchase passage. I bartered to make my way here.”

      The faint drum of his fingers on the narrow dash drew her attention to him. In the low light, his features were muted. Most would consider Jonathon to be average in looks. His hair was short and dark brown, but not so short her fingers wouldn’t disappear into the depths, and his eyes dark blue. Not overly tall at six-feet, he had a solid, lean frame that served him well chasing criminals. A strong jaw, defined cheeks, and a nose a little too big for his face kept him from crossing into overly handsome. His lips… Sylphine shifted her focus back outside. They were perfect. Nothing average about the curves of his mouth.

      If she stared too long, all the fantasies she’d conjured over the years she’d known him would surface. One thing she knew very well about MT Hunter, he was wickedly good at what he did for a living. He’d see the desire written on her face and the language of her body. Then he’d ask again why only a dress could touch her skin. And she’d have to shamefully confess because she’d be a disappointment to him. Best to not even broach the topic again.

      “You don’t have any bags.”

      The statement made her peek at him. She shook her head. “No, I have nothing, except what is at your house.”

      His fingers stopped drumming. “How did you get into Sziveria?”

      Normally all the baubles, bracelets, rings, necklaces, and anklets Sylphine wore provided a sense of security. She felt beautiful, sensual, and desirable, adorned in things that flashed and chimed with each move she made. All the things she wasn’t in reality. They also gave her something to fidget with, in nervous circumstances. Like this one. She cleared her throat.

      “Well, I may have jumped into the Sovereign Channel at Port Anchor.”

      Silence blanketed the interior. When Jonathon remained motionless, Sylphine chanced a glance at him. He stared at her, eyes wide, jaw relaxed in clear disbelief.

      “You…” Words failed. He tried again. “You entered the country illegally?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      He twisted to face the steering wheel. His hands wrapped around the wooden frame until his knuckles stretched white over bone. With an aggressive swipe, he flipped the switch to power the Ariot. “No problem at all,” he muttered between clenched teeth.

      She couldn’t stop from rubbing her thumb along the promise bands around her left wrist as he pulled onto the road. One hers, one used to be his. When he’d tossed the band away in a fit of justified anger, Sylphine hadn’t been prepared for the hurt his action caused her heart. Nor had she been willing to say goodbye to their relationship.

      The thick silver bracelets were the only things she hadn’t been able to part with, no matter how desperate she became for food or shelter over the two-day journey from Port Anchor to Haven City. The safety of the MagnaRail allowed her to rest, at least. The bands had become her only link to Jonathon over the months, a source of comfort. Now, he sat beside her, close enough to touch if she dared. She pressed her hands together between her knees.

      “I have documentation with the Immigration and Import Regulation Agency since Sun Wind has government contracts. I am sure there will be no issue obtaining copies, if you feel I need them.”

      His hands flexed over the wheel. “I do, very much, feel you need them.”

      “All right, I will get them.”

      A heavy breath rushed from him. “You know I’m an enforceman, right?”

      “Yes.”

      He pointed at his chest. “I’m a Master Tribunii.”

      “I know.”

      “And a Key Guardian.”

      “Yes.”

      “I am going to be harboring an undocumented traveler. At. My. House.” Each word was emphasized by the pounding of his palm against the steering wheel. “What am I supposed to say?”

      Sylphine looked at him. “Who will ask?”

      He shot her a glance and snapped his teeth together. She arched a brow in challenge. “How do you normally come into my country?”

      An uncomfortable slither raced along her spine. “I arrive at Port Scarbrough.”

      When she didn’t continue, he urged, “And?”

      She pushed her toes into the hard floor of the Ariot. “And an Emissary greets me. Welcomes me to the country.”

      He waved his hand.

      Sylphine shifted in discomfort. “I’m given a dossier if I’m here on business, and social invitations and event tickets if I’m here just to visit.”

      “Someone always, always, personally greets you. The heiress and liaison for one of the most powerful trade companies in the inhabited world. You do not just show up in Sziveria.”

      Astonished, Sylphine stared at him. She had no idea he knew so much about her process of entering his country. “Yes, you’re right, they all know me. Arch Guardian Immetana is a friend. She will help if I need her to. I will tell them I was robbed, my papers stolen. I am in distress, so it’s close enough. Immigration and Import will help.”

      He slid her a sideways glance again. “You say that as if you’re convincing yourself.”

      Sylphine watched the dark houses slide by. Maybe she was convincing herself. Without the papers, Leone Cyrano would have no trouble taking her out of the country. Even with them, if he had the right documentation, and she was still unmarried, he’d be within his rights to haul her back to Italyssa. A knot twisted in her stomach.

      Why couldn’t she be one of those courageous women? The ones who spoke their every thought, and put a voice to their every fear, taking away their power? If she were, she’d have spilled the truth to Jonathon the moment he’d asked. Even now, she tried to think of a way out of her situation without dragging him down with her. Biting her lip, she struggled to keep tears away. She’d figured out what to do. She had to.

      

      Jonathon hung his jacket on a peg behind the door and slipped out of his boots. Sylphine stood in the dark foyer, arms wrapped around her waist. She looked lost. Alone. Focusing his attention on lighting a lamp, he pushed down the urge to gather her into his body. The offer for comfort would be rejected, and in his frustrated state, he’d likely lash out. He knew better than to even try.

      “Go upstairs and get out of that excuse for a dress you’re wearing before your skin chafes anymore. I’ll make you something to eat,” he said, motioning towards the stairs with the smoking match between his fingers.

      She remained motionless, her gaze fixed on a point only she knew. Jonathon tossed the used matchstick into a small metal box beside the lamp and considered his options. Walk past and let her decompress in her own time, or risk getting closer and having her panic on him. Slowly, Jonathon approached her from behind and to the side, beyond her peripheral vision. Once she was within reach, he brushed his fingers across her shoulder. A startled jump twitched her frame. On a gasp, she glanced over her shoulder.

      Jonathon took a safe step back. “I know you’re exhausted, hungry, and filthy. Let’s handle one issue at a time. Go change and come back down. I’m going to make you some food.”

      When she stared at him and made no effort to move, Jonathon grasped her shoulders and urged her closer to the stairs. The warmth of her body seeped through the rough material under his fingers. He wanted to flex, to know if she felt as supple under his hand as she looked to his eyes. Instead, he let her go. Finally, she shuffled forward with a nod.

      Jonathon waited until she disappeared upstairs before rolling his sleeves up and heading to the spacious kitchen. After lighting enough lamps to work by, he set out everything he’d need to make scrambled eggs, fried bread, and chopped fruit. He lit the stove and set the necessary pans on the warming cast-iron top. While he waited for the pans to heat, he chopped fruit for a bowl. The faint shuffle of slippers sounded behind him.

      Slyphine ambled in and sat at the circular, wooden table in a nook overlooking a small greenhouse at the back of the house. Only darkness and a faint reflection from the kitchen offered a view this late at night. She gathered the edges of her pink cashmere robe over her lap but didn’t bother adjusting the gap at the top, revealing a dark blue silk underdress. The bust pulled tight over her generous breasts and did nothing to conceal the angry expanse of exposed skin on her chest.

      Sighing, Jonathon set his knife down and reached into a cupboard to his left. He pulled out a small glass jar of amber-colored salve. He crossed the short distance to the table and held the medicine out to her. Sylphine gave him a wary stare, but plucked the jar from his palm.

      “What is this?” She inspected the container as Jonathon returned to the food preparations.

      “Something to soothe your skin.” He sliced the knife blade cleanly through apples. “I could help you apply it, if you want.”

      A choked gasp joined the pounding of the blade, and he glanced in her direction. Her fingers curled around the jar pressed between her breasts. The shockingly vibrant shade of her teal eyes stared at him. He managed not to smile.

      “I-I will be fine, thank you.”

      Jonathon shrugged. His gaze flickered to the matted length of hair, normally light brown streaked with shades of gold. “What about your hair?”

      Her fingers brushed the back of her head, where it looked as though a family of rats had made a home at some point in her journey. “Ramsey has said she will help.”

      “Help with what?” Ramsey asked. She sniffled and then yawned. Her thick, cotton robe hung open over a long, light blue nightgown.

      “Brush my hair,” Sylphine answered.

      His sister snorted. “The whole street is going to have to come help with your hair.” She sat heavily in a chair. The legs screeched across the tile. “How are you handling this disruption to your chaos?”

      Jonathon glanced at her when the room remained silent. “Is that question for me?”

      Ramsey stared at him with her brows lifted. “Who else lives in a state of constant motion? I certainly don’t. So?”

      He returned to his task, adding more ingredients since Ramsey joined them. “Fine.”

      Ramsey made an I-don’t-believe-you noise. Since Jonathon didn’t quite believe himself, he didn’t defend his reply. For now, he’d focus on something other than the beautiful woman he couldn’t touch sitting illegally in his house.

      The two women chatted about nothing important while he finished. When he was almost done, Ramsey placed the settings, fussing every time Sylphine attempted to help. He placed a bowl of heaping scrambled eggs, a plate of fried bread, and a bowl of fruit in the center of the table.

      The comfortable silence while they ate was a familiar one. Jonathon never figured out why the Italyssian heiress preferred their company, and their average home, to the luxuries of the embassy or even the suites at one of the top hotels Haven City had to offer. She never complained about the food he or Ramsey cooked. Right now, Jonathon would have believed himself a gourmet chef the way she attacked the meal.

      Ramsey paused with a forkful of eggs halfway to her mouth. “When was the last time you ate, Fi?”

      Sylphine waved her fork around, shoving a piece of bread into her mouth. She took a long gulp of water before answering. “I had some soup two nights ago, when I landed ashore.”

      “Soup?” Ramsey asked.

      Sylphine nodded. “Yes. Well, what passed for soup to the alkaligo family. I did not take much.”

      Ramsey scrunched her face in contemplation. “Alkaligo?”

      “Small, or little, I think is your word,” Sylphine supplied and then took another large bite of eggs.

      “How did you lose your clothes?” Jonathon asked between bites.

      “I told you, there was no time to pack. What I had was ruined by the time I reached Port Anchor. My swim in the Sovereign Channel destroyed it.” With her fingers, she picked up a piece of apple.

      Jonathon tried to remain neutral as her tongue wrapped around the fruit and her fingers disappeared into her mouth. Everything in him tightened. He averted his attention back to his plate. “And the dress you had on?”

      “The mother supplied for me. A generous gift. She only had one other piece of clothing. I gave her both my earrings for the meal, the gown, and enough raimarks for the MagnaRail.”

      He chanced a glance back up at her. “I think you were the generous one,” he said gently. “Those earrings will feed that family for a month if she’s smart.”

      Sylphine set her fork down with a heavy breath. “I have a box full of them, both here and in Italyssa. At the time, the value of what she offered was greater than the value of two pieces of silver.”

      Ramsey yawned. “Well, Fi my dear, if you want those knots out, we best get to it. I’m ready to go back to bed.”

      Jonathon rose and gathered up the dishes. Nothing remained except a piece of bread. Sylphine watched, her expression torn.

      “It’s okay,” Jonathon said, motioning with his head to the door. “Go on, I’m used to cleaning up.”

      

      Hot water poured over Sylphine. She groaned and let the spray cleanse away the wretched experience of her travels. No one would think less of her if she cried. Safe, warm, fed, Sylphine wanted to give into the desire. However, she knew once she started, stopping would be near impossible. She’d blubber like a baby until she passed out from exhaustion.

      With her hair saturated in conditioner, Sylphine cut the water and wrapped in a plush cotton robe. Ramsey waited in the bedroom, behind a screen Sylphine used to partition off a dressing area. She waited behind a chair, a thick comb in her hand. A yawn stretched her pretty face, and she waved for Sylphine to sit.

      The Hunters lived in a modest, two-story house. Four bedrooms upstairs, and a library, study, sitting room, dining room, and kitchen downstairs. While Sylphine knew she could stay in more luxurious rooms larger than their entire house, something about their private residence comforted her. She wanted to attribute it to Ramsey being the sister she never had, but she feared if she examined the reason too closely, she’d have to admit to something else entirely.

      Yes, she mused as she took her seat and let Ramsey begin tackling the chaos that was her hair, the small home held the promise of family. A concept her parents had lived out so well together, showing her what true love looked like on a daily basis.

      Over the years, Sylphine had been forced to acknowledge the rare gift of passion her parents shared for each other. In the early days of her youthful, adult years, she had figured the first man to arouse desire was the one. Frowning at her reflection in the mirror, she tried to push away the unwanted memories of dissatisfied lovers. Of men who, after sating their lust a time or two with her body, walked away from the love she’d believed they’d held for her. Desire, it turned out, was a sorry substitute for passion, a lacking factor in every relationship she’d attempted.

      In disappointment with herself as a woman, and in every man who’d revealed her frigid nature, Sylphine had latched onto the Hunters and the safety they offered. Jonathon had never tried to be anything more than a friend, and Ramsey’s reclusive nature made her a quiet oasis in an otherwise loud world.

      “So,” Ramsey began, picking the comb through a tangle. “Why are you here looking like this, really?”

      Sylphine smoothed her hands along the barren top of the vanity. How much did she dare reveal? “An old family rivalry discovered an ancient Italyssian law it seems and they are trying to enact it against my family.”

      The brush paused for a moment. “Are you in danger?”

      “Sort of. My parents are mostly the ones in jeopardy.”

      “Oh, Fi, I’m so sorry. I know how close you are to them. Leaving them behind must have been terrible.”

      Sylphine patted Ramsey’s forearm. “Yes. I have to try to reach them first thing in the morning. Is the radio still in Jonathon’s study?”

      Ramsey returned to brushing. “Yes. And one in his bedroom.”

      A faint blush crept onto Ramsey’s cheeks. Sylphine met the woman’s lavender gaze in the mirror. “His bedroom.”

      Shrugging nonchalantly, Ramsey separated a section free of knots over Sylphine’s shoulder. Water dripped down the edge of the robe in cold rivulets. “I was simply telling you where else he has one. Of course, he’d need one in his room if HCES needs to reach him while he’s sleeping.”

      “And you think I’d go into his room?”

      “It’s just a room.”

      Tension stiffened Sylphine’s spine. Just a room. Sure… right.

      A room Jonathon slept in, dressed in. A space that would smell of him, warm and masculine, inviting her to imagine things she had no business imagining.

      Not once had she dared to even stop in the doorway and look at the chamber so personal to him. His study was enough. Chaotic files, papers, and books, along with the things important enough to surround himself with. Pictures of his parents, he and his sister as children. His certifications and awards that wouldn’t fit in his small office at work. Knowing more of him on the surface would make her want to explore more of him all together. A danger she couldn’t afford.

      “I will use the one in his office, as usual.”

      Ramsey shrugged. “Whatever you want. I figured since you still wore his promise band, both of them, his bedroom wouldn’t be off limits.”

      The bracelets chimed as Sylphine lowered her hands to her lap. Her gaze met Ramsey’s in the mirror again.

      “Did he ask you why?” Ramsey’s warm, sympathetic eyes remained fixed on Sylphine in the mirror.

      Sylphine shook her head. “No, I didn’t expect him to, though. After all, he is the one who ended our falsehood of a relationship.” She brushed her fingers along the cool, metal bands. “I seem to be the one having trouble letting go.”

      Ramsey set another chunk of combed hair over Sylphine’s shoulder. “Are you sure it was so fake?”

      Sylphine scoffed and resisted rolling her eyes. “Of course. I never even allowed your brother to hold my hand. Everything we presented outside this house, and even within, was for show, to keep suitors away. Something I thought we both wished enough to continue until questions were asked about why we hadn’t contracted in marriage yet.”

      A long rush of air escaped Ramsey’s mouth. “When Cora Dandridge died… something changed for Jonathon.”

      Even in death, the woman’s name managed to make Sylphine frown. Until Cora, she hadn’t thought herself a jealous person. Then she’d observed Jonathon’s easy, flirtatious nature around the beautiful journalist, and Sylphine had wanted what she couldn’t have. The traded mischievous touches, hidden smiles, and relaxed laughter she’d seen him share with Cora. When the woman had been murdered, something had fractured in Jonathon. Sylphine had been unwilling to help him pick up his broken pieces. A mistake she regretted to this second.

      “Do you think he loved her?” Sylphine whispered.

      Another heavy sigh left Ramsey. “I don’t know. They’d bantered and argued for so long, I think he missed a close friend. Perhaps he loved her, but not the way I know she wanted. Which I’m glad for. She would have torn his heart out.”

      “Why do you believe that?”

      “Miss Dandridge went through men like I go through books. Somehow, she was careful enough not to contract HRS. How I haven’t figured out, but she did. Jonathon doesn’t play those games. He never has. But I think if she’d managed to convince him, he would have fallen hard for her. She was a force of nature I often envied.”

      Sylphine considered the words. “Perhaps he could have helped her settle down.”

      “We’ll never know. Would you have wanted to see them together?”

      Horror made Sylphine recoil in the seat. “No! I would have sm—” Sylphine snapped her mouth closed.

      A glimmer of triumph shimmered in Ramsey’s eyes. “Smacked her? Smashed her face in? Smote her where she stood with an evil glare?”

      Sylphine couldn’t help laughing. “Stars no, what would Haven City think of me if were to behave so…” She searched for the word she needed in her mind in Sziverian. “Tactless?”

      “Oh, it would have been glorious. I can see the headlines in the gossip section of The Chronicle now. Italyssian Heiress Unleashes Island Passions.”

      Laughing harder, Sylphine shook her head. “You are impossible. Island passions?”

      Ramsey waved the comb like a knife. “The poor woman wouldn’t have known what hit her. Too bad.”

      “No, thank goodness. What would your brother think?”

      “That he was worth fighting for?” Ramsey asked softly, tugging at a new knot.

      Sylphine’s smile faded. “He is worth fighting for.”

      “Just not for you?”

      “I don’t deserve, nor have the right, to fight
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