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            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of a lifetime lands in Delanee Ralston’s hands, giving her the perfect chance to leave the fluff of the social pages behind. The only problem? The opportunity comes attached to perhaps the most formidable guardian in the nation. A man who tests Delanee’s preconceived notions about her future and challenges her very nature. A man whose life may be the biggest story of all….

      

      Living in the shadows is a necessity for Ryan Voklane. The power of his genetic talent is a secret he can’t afford to reveal. To anyone. Inviting a journalist into the privacy of his home may be the biggest mistake he has ever made. Or the best decision of his life. Delanee turns out to be what Ryan never knew he needed and isn’t sure he can keep. The feisty journalist reveals her innocence with every sensual encounter, reminding Ryan of what he has lost over the years, and what he could have if only he’s willing to trust.

      

      Delanee tries to resist falling for the powerful guardian and struggles to maintain a secret of her own. An omission that threatens to unravel the only relationship she has ever wanted.

      

      Forces fighting to keep the power they have worked so hard to achieve put Delanee in more danger than anyone, including her fiercely protective family, could realize. Ryan finds himself in a desperate race to discover the identity and purpose of the nefarious V Alliance before an unimaginable betrayal can rock the foundations of Sziveria.
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          Don’t miss all the Gen-Heirs titles

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Guardians of Sziveria

        (in reading order)

        Levkaseon – A Prequel

        Wintersfall

        Raiventon

        Kynhaven

        Asherwick

        Ericksen - A Wintervail Special

        Survaine

        Wolvenguard

        Voklane

        Bella and the Beast Master

        (A novella series)

        Frozen Flowers Fallen

        Perfect Melody Silenced

        Dreams Never Seen

        Fiery Nights Tempted

        Broken Heart Questioned (fall 2024)
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            For my readers

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Readers,

      

      This is it.

      The end of the series.

      A bittersweet see you later, but not a goodbye.

      For those who have been along on this journey since the very first book, meeting Sean and Katria, discovering with me all the nuances to a genetically gifted people and a bleak future for humanity, thank you. If this is your very first time opening a Gen-Heirs book, welcome! But please be aware this is the final installment to a serial series and there are spoilers for the previous books.

      If you’re like me and aren’t ready to say good-bye, then you’ll be excited to learn I have another series in the works. Don’t forget to check out Bella and the Beast Master, the start of the rowdy Ralston family. You will be seeing much of this family in the future. *wink*

      I hope you enjoy reading Ryan and Delanee’s story as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      

      Sarah

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Warning:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book contains mature content, including but not limited to –

        Consensual sex (non-graphic)

        Kidnapping

      

      

      

      
        
        Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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      May, 2nd, 838, P.C.E. (Post-Cataclysmic Event)

      Haven City, Sziveria

      

      “Are we going to go inside?” a soft female voice asked.

      Ryan Voklane, liaison to one of the most powerful men in the nation, fought panic.

      Because of the woman seated beside him in the small space of the vehicle.

      Her scent, a combination of clean citrus and sweet flowers too pleasant to his senses, surrounded him. Had driven him to the brink of insanity since she’d swept into his vehicle. Gripping the steering column of his Ariot, he wondered for the hundredth time what in the arctic he’d been thinking. He stared out the windshield into the dark void beyond. His street had limited lighting, one of the reasons he’d chosen the neighborhood. Privacy. And here he was about to let a near stranger into his home.

      His refuge.

      Where his every secret would be laid bare.

      To a journalist.

      “Ryan? Hello?”

      A feminine sigh of frustration filled the small cab. Ryan. She’d never called him Ryan before, only Mr. Voklane. Sweat dotted his forehead and dampened his back. Everything about Delanee Ralston was dangerous to him. From her choice of career to the way she made him think seductive thoughts he had no business entertaining, to the danger currently following her. Having her under his roof would not end well. For either of them.

      “It’s okay if you’ve changed your mind,” she whispered.

      This time, Ryan’s heavy sigh penetrated the silence. His hands dropped to his lap. “No, I haven’t changed my mind.”

      “Okay.”

      Before he could second guess his decision again, Ryan yanked open his door and exited. Delanee didn’t wait for him to reach her side, stepping out into the brisk night. The unassuming clothes she wore hid the modest curves she possessed. She rose to her full height, only a few inches shorter than him. Kissing her wouldn’t hurt his back from having to hunch to reach her full lips. He blinked and quickly turned his attention to his house. There would be no kissing.

      “Wow,” she breathed, the sudden thud of the vehicle door closing breaking through the quiet night.

      Ryan shoved his hands into his pants pockets and studied his house—a simple, single-story red brick structure. A half-wall and columns made of brick separated the porch from the front of the house. Ivy crept up most of the surface. The recessed front door under an archway was painted a vibrant turquoise blue. Lanterns burned on either side of the door, casting a whimsical light when paired with the vibrant colors and greenery.

      “What?” he asked, curious about her thoughts concerning his home.

      “I don’t know. I guess I expected you to live in something foreboding, like my brother. Not this,” she waved at the house, “enchanting property.”

      Ryan lifted his brows. “Am I foreboding?”

      Her lips pressed into a flat line. “You aren’t cheery.”

      He glanced at his house again. “And my house is?”

      “It’s…” She sighed and dropped her hand. “Perfect.”

      Someone else had once called the dwelling adequate. A charming stepping stone to something greater. The perception should have been a blaring, red warning sign. Ryan shook his head to dislodge the bitter memory. He didn’t know how to take Delanee thinking the place was perfect, which had always been his opinion since the moment he purchased the property.

      “Come on.” Time to get on with his brilliant plan.

      She didn’t move.

      Ryan paused on the paved walkway and turned. The moon cast her in silvery shadows, leaching the color from her hair to leave it black instead of the wine-red unique to her family. Her clothes, a long navy embroidered skirt and a tan blouse, practical and comfortable, were rich shades of gray. Even the hue of her skin, a stunning dark honey, was washed away. Her eyes, though, he knew those would still hold their melted gold coloring if he were brave enough to venture close and test the theory.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Are you certain?” She hugged a worn leather messenger bag. “You want me here?”

      No, he was far from certain of his decision. For so many reasons. But he’d made the protective offer and meant to see the choice through. Delanee had made a rash decision of her own, and here they were. She needed a safe, anonymous place, and he was the only one capable of providing said space.

      Ryan held his arms out at his side. “Miss Ralston, come inside or don’t. It’s getting cold and⁠—”

      He shook his head and sighed, cutting off his words and heading up the walkway. She’d know his secret soon enough, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak the words aloud beyond the walls of his house. The soft fall of her footsteps scuffed the stones. Relief and frustration warred within him. For reasons unknown to him, Ryan needed to know Delanee was safe. The palace would be the only residence safer for her than his house. And therein lay his frustration. Why did her safety matter at all to him? Aside from not wanting another innocent hurt in the secret ongoing war with an unknown enemy, he shouldn’t have a reason. Couldn’t have one.

      Sliding his key into the front lock, Ryan opened the door with more force than necessary.

      “You did too cheat, you old hag,” a shaky female voice echoed through the foyer.

      “Me, an old hag? Have you looked in the mirror recently? Your cheeks are about to sag right off your face.”

      “I saw that! Put it back. Caught you— oh, hello, Ryan dear.”

      Ryan leaned against the archway into the living room. “Evening, Evelyn.” He nodded and turned to the elderly woman sitting across from her. “Ava.”

      “Ryan!” Ava clapped and stood. Three colorful tiles tumbled to the carpet. “Come here, come here!”

      Smiling, Ryan crossed the short distance. Those same tiles were spread across the long living room table. Evelyn sat in a plush chair while Ava had occupied the couch. A cheery fire burned in the hearth and all the lamps were lit, brightening the room. He knew the ladies couldn’t see without the excess light. Both wore matching bright blue shawls, brown skirts, and yellow tops with little brown flowers. Ryan figured they liked keeping people on their toes about which twin they interacted with. Even their hair was coiled in identical, loose silver buns atop their heads.

      Evelyn waved a hand and tsked. “I told you he’d know the difference between us. He always knows.”

      Ava folded him into a warm hug. “Ah, I love that he knows.” She gripped his chin and kissed his cheek. “Smart, our boy is.”

      Evelyn glanced at the floor and gasped. Red blossomed across her cheeks. Sputtering, she pointed at the carpet, her thin frame vibrating. “Oh, oh, oh, I knew it!” Her finger wagged. “I knew it, you-you double-crossing old cow! I knew you were hoarding tiles!”

      Ava slid her foot over the evidence, folded her hands in front of her, and turned up her nose. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Evelyn glared, pointed at her twin, and opened her mouth. Ryan turned and motioned toward the foyer. Evelyn blinked, snapped her mouth shut, and pivoted. Delanee stood in the archway, eyes wide.

      Ava laughed and clasped her gnarled hands to her chest. “What an impression you’ve made, Evie. How wonderful.”

      Evelyn adjusted the ends of the scarf. “Ryan, I didn’t realize you’d cont⁠—”

      “This is Miss Delanee Ralston,” Ryan interrupted before Evelyn could make the situation any more awkward. “She’ll be staying with me for the foreseeable future as a guest.”

      Evelyn and Ava exchanged glances.

      “A guest,” Ryan reiterated.

      Ava touched his arm, leaned close, and whispered, “I should think one child outside of a contract would be enough of a lesson for you, Ryan.”

      Ryan’s gut clenched. “She really is a guest. She needs a safe place to stay.”

      Mint, lavender, and the pungent scent of the cedar sticks the women used to keep away the vermin invaded Ryan’s space. “And her family isn’t safe for her?”

      “No, not without putting them in danger as well. I offered my home as shelter, and she accepted. Nothing more.”

      Ava removed her hand and nodded. “Come, Evie, let’s head home so Ryan can see to his guest's comfort.”

      Evelyn raised her finger. “But⁠—”

      “No, we will return first thing in the morning.” Her dark brown eyes were stern as they met his gaze. “First thing.”

      Ryan smiled. “I would expect nothing less.”

      Ava nodded. “She had a good day. Ate well. Had two messy diapers. She went to sleep about three hours ago.”

      Ryan leaned forward and kissed Ava’s cheek. “Thank you.” Evelyn came around the table for her nightly goodbyes. Ryan kissed and hugged her. “Thank you, Evie.”

      She patted his cheek and then his chest. “Be good, Ryan.”

      Ava grabbed a cane near the terrace door, and Evelyn took down a coat from a peg. Their exit left the house blanketed in silence. Ryan sat on the couch and picked up the tiles from the floor. They chinked as he tossed them onto the table with the others.

      “They think I’m your mistress, don’t they?” Delanee asked quietly, kneeling on the floor across the table from him and sliding the wooden box to store the tiles closer to her. She set the tiles into the container one by one, by color, he noted.

      “No, they don’t. They’re just… overprotective of my imaginary reputation,” he said. “Would you care if they did?”

      Her chin lifted. “No. We know the truth.” She carefully set a handful of tiles in the assigned places, focusing on the task. “Who are they, anyway?”

      “My neighbors.”

      “And they hang out at your house while you're gone all day?”

      “Asking as a guest or a journalist?” he couldn’t help but question.

      Finally, her stunning golden gaze lifted. Such brilliance against her darker skin. “I already promised not to share anything.” She glanced around the living room. “You aren’t exactly my editor's targeted content, anyway. Sorry.”

      He rubbed his forehead. “No, I’m sorry. I’m just not used to my privacy being invaded.”

      Pink stained her cheeks, and her shoulders straightened. “I’m not invading anything. You invited me.”

      Ryan slapped his hands on his thighs. “I did, you’re right.”

      Folding her arms, she rested them on the table. Tiles clinked together and slid out of her way. “What do you do at all these events I see you attend? Because clearly, ordinary conversation isn’t your strength.”

      He leaned forward. “Are you saying I’m socially awkward?”

      “Yes.”

      No, being alone with her was awkward. Ryan stood, not wanting to contemplate the beautiful, tempting, and feisty woman who’d spend the night a few hundred feet away. “I’ll show you to your room.”

      Standing, she gripped the leather strap across her chest. “Ryan, why were two old ladies waiting for you to get home? Are they here every day? Do I need to be careful around them?”

      “Yes, they’re here daily, whether I need them or not. They insist on feeding me. I can’t get rid of them. No, you don’t have to be careful around them. They don’t leave their house except to go to the market down the street, and they fight the entire time so no one approaches them. Ever.”

      She lifted a dark, sculpted brow. “Do I want to know how you know that?”

      “I’ve gone at the same time.” He smiled. “It’s an experience.”

      Her grip on the strap tightened. “And why were they waiting for you?”

      The smile faded. Answering the question warred with his deep need to cling to his secrets. But this wasn’t a secret he would be able to keep, no matter how hard he might try. Taking a deep breath, he revealed his most precious confidence. “They care for my daughter when I’m not home.”

      

      Delanee blinked, all intelligible words fleeing from her mind. Ryan Voklane had a daughter. He was a father. Her gaze immediately fell to his unadorned left wrist and hand. Not that the lack of jewelry meant anything. She wanted to collapse on the couch, stick her head between her knees, and breathe because what felt a lot like panic was wanting to take over. All this time, she’d been secretly pining for a married man?

      “Will your wife be okay with my staying here?” she somehow managed to get out of her dry mouth.

      A sad smile toyed at his lips and didn’t reach his pale, silvery blue eyes. “I don’t have a spouse.”

      Instant relief almost made her take a deep breath, but confusion replaced the relief. No one had children outside of a contract; they resulted from one. “I don’t….” She licked her lips and tucked a curl behind her ear. “I don’t understand.”

      He held his arms out, his way of showing frustration she was learning. “What is there to understand, Miss Ralston? I wasn’t contracted to a woman I slept with and she had my baby.”

      The blunt words made her flinch. Shocked, Delanee realized she didn’t want another woman to know Ryan in such intimate terms, which was ridiculous. He’d likely taken many lovers in his life. Unlike her, she had never been interested in a man enough to do much more than kiss, and every attempt had been such a disappointment that anything more seemed a waste of time. Still, the last thing she wanted was a former lover re-staking her claim when she discovered Delanee staying in the house.

      “Where is she?”

      “I have no idea. My daughter was delivered via a courier and a note.” He clenched his jaw and looked away from her, red darkening his neck and cheeks. “With the state of things, I’m lucky she cared enough to give her to me instead of selling her.”

      The situation embarrassed him. Perhaps it even brought him shame. Such a contradiction to the steady man she’d known every other encounter. Delanee didn’t want to be the reason he experienced any humiliation. “Okay, so you’re a single parent, and your elderly neighbors help you. Anything else I need to know?”

      His jaw flexed. “Not that I can think of at the moment.”

      “Great, I’ll see my room now, thank you.”

      Ryan nodded and led her to a long, narrow hall. Only one lantern burned, making the space darker than the living room. She tried not to stare at his butt, perfectly molded in pale gray slacks, or the way the navy sweater he wore stretched tight across his broad shoulders. On appearances, Ryan worked a desk job, but his fit physique spoke of physical training, an unseen part of his career. Delanee dragged her attention from the intriguing man and took in her surroundings.

      Framed colored sketches of ruins lined the walls, which were painted a calming shade of sage green. Delanee wanted to stop and examine the art, wondering where they were drawn and what they showed. A carpet runner in greens, golds, and deep browns ran the length of the hall. They passed three doors on the left, and he opened the last one.

      A match flared, and a gentle light filled the room. Delanee looked around her short-term home. Comfortable like the rest of his house, the space was decorated in more masculine tones. All the furniture was walnut. The carpet was tan with the same style runners as the hall on either side of the bed. The walls were a shade of lighter sage. The comforter on the bed transitioned from cream to dark green in a smooth gradient. Delanee stood in the appealing room and only wanted to know what his space looked like. The same with subtle differences? Larger? She eyed the full-sized mattress and then slid her gaze to him. The mattress for his bed would be bigger. Something she should not be thinking about, not with images of him with another woman dancing through her mind.

      His former lover had probably been the Sziverian standard of beauty. Full curves, on the shorter side, with luscious hair laden with the appropriate number of baubles, and pale skin. Delanee saw the same characterization in hundreds of the same dresses at every party her editor made her attend. Probably the daughter of a ranked guardian who moved in his circles. Who had seduced whom, she wondered? And had he loved her? Jealousy speared a hot path straight to Delanee’s heart. She had needed a reason to give up her teenager-like infatuation with the man. Now she had one.

      “The bathroom is through that first door on the left. The second door is to the closet. Logs for the fireplace are in the basket. If you need more, they’re stacked on the terrace in the greenhouse.” He pointed out everything and then set a book of matches on the hearth to the right. “I’ll bring you a t-shirt to sleep in.”

      “Thank you.”

      He rapped his knuckles on the wooden hearth and then nodded and left. Delanee huffed a long breath and pulled the strap to her shoulder bag over her head. Sitting on the bed, she pulled out her notebook. She flipped to the first page of her interview notes, which were the reason for her sitting in a near stranger’s home. A trusted stranger, at least, or her older brother Deklan wouldn’t have allowed her to leave with Ryan. Sighing, she held the journal in both hands and dropped them to her lap.

      Tonight, she’d made the fortunate— or perhaps unfortunate, considering her situation— discovery of identifying the assassin plaguing the country for years. Once he learned she was a journalist, his only goal would be eliminating her. Her ten siblings, parents, and grandmother would also be in jeopardy if she ignored the threat. Delanee wouldn’t allow anything to happen to her family. Ever. Ryan had offered safe shelter. Rejecting the offer would have been foolish. He’d disrupted his life for her.

      A life that included a daughter.

      Delanee tossed the book aside and stood. Would her presence endanger the child? Placing an innocent life in the path of danger was an unthinkable risk Delanee couldn't allow. She left the room and knocked on every door, easing them open and calling Ryan’s name, only to discover dark spaces. An empty bedroom decorated in shades of muted pink and the same sage green. It must be his favorite color. Another door led to a dark study, bookshelves lining every wall, and, in the center, a spacious desk in the same walnut wood as the bedroom set in her room.

      Delanee wandered through the living room, the foyer, and a quiet dining room. She peered around the corner, finding a stunning kitchen and breakfast nook with a built-in bench table. Beautiful counters in a sea foam green marble texture, and pinewood for all the cabinets and furniture created an elegant space. Striking bone tile with ornate curves painted in taupe covered the floor. Delanee slowly ventured to the large island in the center, her fingers caressing the cold, smooth surface. She gasped. Not painted wood after all, but natural marble. A luxury she’d only heard about being in the kitchens of the high-ranking guardians.

      The muffled whimper of an infant drew her attention to the opening leading to another corridor. How big was his house? Light bled through a partially open door at the end of the hall. Another small wail had her heart clenching. Being part of a large family meant babies. She knew the distressed cry, the unhappy quiver of a tiny voice that no amount of soothing seemed to fix. The question was, would Delanee intrude, and would he allow her to help if she did?

      Louder and more distraught, the infant screamed. Delanee’s chest constricted, and her feet carried her to the door before her brain could argue. Using her fingertips, she pressed on the door. The hinges squeaked, and gravity opened the way into the room. Ryan stood in the center of the dimly lit space, bouncing on his feet, attempting to soothe a red-faced baby in pink pajamas. A navy t-shirt was slung over his shoulder, messy with spit up, and a damp spot bloomed on the shirt he wore. The baby’s tiny feet pumped up and down. Her little fists trembled.

      “Let me see her,” Delanee whispered.

      Ryan hesitated for a second before handing over his daughter.

      Delanee arranged the tiny girl in the crook of her arm. She stuck a finger into her mouth. Confused, the crying stopped while the infant tried to figure out if something edible had been placed in her mouth. Delanee swept her fingers along the baby’s gumline during the quiet lull. The telltale lump of an emerging tooth had her sighing. “Where’s your medicine chest?”

      “In the bathroom. Why?”

      “She’s teething.” Delanee glanced around the room. A door in the left corner appeared to lead outside, so she turned and headed toward a door on the right that’d been behind her. “What’s her name?”

      “Inara.”

      Pretty. A small-minded part of Delanee wondered who had chosen the girl’s name, Ryan or his former lover. Inara gummed Delanee’s finger, her whimpers building up to another cry session. “Shh,” Delanee implored, bouncing the fussy baby in her arms. “It’s okay, sweet girl.”

      Ryan followed her into the bathroom, lighting two lamps near a huge mirror. The same stunning marble from the kitchen created the bathroom counter and two sinks. Ryan crouched down and dug around beneath the counter. He set a wooden box with a medical scientist emblem on the counter.

      “Anything specific?” he asked, rising and opening the box.

      She listed a few essential oils. He set them out with a coconut oil container and a small mixing bowl.

      “If you’ll wait for me to change, I’ll help.”

      Delanee cuddled Inara, her hand splaying across the baby’s torso. She was always amazed she could span an infant’s abdomen from chin to hips. A baby belly pressed into her palm. Inara blinked up at her. Silvery-blue eyes and the pale blonde fuzz on her head left no doubts about her parentage. Fabric rustling drew Delanee’s attention. She glanced up in time to see Ryan peeling his shirt off and tossing it, and what he’d used to catch spit-up, into a basket in an open linen closet. Delanee froze. Men in top physical form were nothing new in her life. Her brothers kept themselves in excellent condition. But they were her brothers.

      Ryan Voklane was not her brother.

      The ember flames of the lantern reflected off his alabaster skin and platinum blond hair. With each step, muscles rolled from his shoulders to the small of his back. Metal jangled, and leather hissed as he undid his belt and pulled it free, his defined biceps flexing. A curious tingle raced through Delanee.

      He was male perfection Delanee should not be admiring.

      Inara gurgled and whined. Delanee tore her gaze away from Ryan and returned her attention to the baby in her arms. She grasped the tiny fist, and Inara immediately latched onto her thumb, her pale eyes widened, and she kicked her feet. “We’re going to fix the ouchies.”

      Pulling on a shirt, Ryan stopped next to her. His normally styled hair stood at odd angles. He motioned to himself. “I can take her now, thank you.”

      Delanee handed her over, frowning at the loss. Ryan made big eyes and a goofy face. He held Inara under her armpits and helped her stand on the counter. Pain seemingly forgotten, she squealed and bounced on her chubby little legs. Drool dribbled down her chin to soak the front of her pajama top. Everything feminine in Delanee melted. She blinked. Nope, nope, nope. She could not get attached to this man or his child. She wasn’t here to find romance. He wasn’t even her type, she reminded herself.

      “She’s what, six months?” Delanee asked, dropping precise amounts of oils into the mixing bowl.

      “Almost, yes. Spend lots of time around babies?”

      Delanee paused mid-drop of chamomile. “You are aware of who my family is, right?”

      He laughed, helping Inara bounce while she babbled incoherent noises and slapped her hands on his forearms. “Fair enough.”

      Delanee stared and then quickly looked away. She’d never heard him laugh before and had never really seen him smile, either. A dimple peeked out on his right cheek. Picking up the coconut oil to make the final mixture, Delanee caught herself sneaking glances at Ryan in the mirror. Handsome was an understatement where he was concerned. The man looked chiseled from stone, an artist’s flawless rendition. Strong jaw, high cheekbones, and arched brows. A nose perfect for his face and full lips that no doubt knew how to kiss. There’d be no slobbery, half-terrified pecks from him. Not that she wanted to know how he’d kiss, she reminded herself. Again.

      Finished with the concoction, Delanee slid the small glass container toward him. “Rub this on her gums when she gets fussy. It’ll help soothe the ache of her first tooth coming in.”

      “Thank you.” He lowered his head until he was level with Inara. “You’re getting a tooth, baby girl? Getting so big.” Hefting her onto his left hip, he grabbed the container in his free hand. “My dresser is on the other side of the bed. Grab a shirt for yourself if you’d like. I’m going to change her.”

      Making baby talk, he turned and headed back to his closet. Delanee rubbed her hands on her skirt and returned to his bedroom. A crib sat to the right of a huge bed. A navy comforter with sage green and gold embroidery covered the mattress. A masculine contrast to the pink baby blanket and pastel stuffed toys on the bed and in the crib. Delanee debated going to the dresser. Opening any of the drawers felt like an invasion of privacy. Ironic, considering she had no issues invading other people’s privacy when her editor made such demands.

      The wall above the dresser didn’t have the usual mirror. Instead, notes, a long timeline in various ink colors, drawn images, and what appeared to be shipping manifests were all tacked into an organized arrangement, spanning the entire space from the window to the corner. Curious, Delanee inched closer and took in the information. Above everything, in large bold letters, was The V Alliance. Delanee crossed her arms and leaned closer.

      “What are you doing?” Ryan asked behind her, making her jump.

      She spun around. “What, or who, is the V Alliance?”
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      Ryan ignored Delanee’s question. No good would come from answering the inquisitive journalist. He laid his daughter in her crib and searched the mattress for her pacifier. She waved her arms and pumped her chubby legs, her eyes wide. Blowing noises between her lips, little spit bubbles popped and sputtered into the air. Ryan smoothed a hand over her belly, amazed once again he’d created such a precious life, a responsibility he both feared and treasured. Gently, he eased the pacifier into her mouth. She grabbed at it, sucking, her eyes fluttering closed.

      He watched her closely, making sure the astonishing medicinal rub Delanee had made continued to work. “How often can I use the rub you made?”

      “Whenever she fusses. Something to chew on also helps.” Papers rustled, and Ryan glanced up to catch her lifting a few of the manifests he’d tacked into place. “These were from the job you sent my brother to Mark Inland for? The kidnapped passengers?”

      She leaned closer and tapped at the timeline Wintersfall had made years ago when they’d first become aware of a cohesive situation endangering the nation. “Oh, and look, Deklan’s wife Lucianna is on here. That’s because of the assassin, right? The one I saw tonight? And… Cora Dandridge?” Straightening, she looked over her shoulder, meeting his gaze across the crib. “Why is Cora on here? I know she was murdered in Westica, and her brother needed help when he returned home, but what does her death have to do with anything?”

      Ryan’s chest tightened at the mention of Cora. The vivacious woman hadn’t just been murdered. She’d been tortured and raped. All because she’d been a journalist on the hunt for a story and trying to help her twin brother learn the depths of corruption lurking here in Sziveria. Ryan went to the dresser, yanked open the drawer with his shirts, pulled one free, and slammed the drawer closed.

      He held the clothing out to her. “Here. It’s late, and Inara is going to fall asleep any minute. I’d like to get a few hours myself.”

      She accepted the dark orange t-shirt, the cloth sliding slowly from his grasp. “You aren’t going to answer me?”

      “The answers will lead to nothing but trouble.” He tossed a hand at his notes. “Forget about all this.”

      Delanee clutched the shirt in both hands, pressing it to her chest. “Cora was my friend. My mentor. What really happened to her?”

      “You were what, twenty-one when she died?” Ryan asked, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning his hip against the dresser.

      “Twenty,” she whispered.

      “You took over the society pages after her death.”

      “As I said, she was my mentor.”

      Ryan leaned close. The light caught the brighter golden hues of her irises. Genetic inheritance eyes that didn’t belong to a writing talent. Ryan wasn’t the only one keeping secrets. “Cora died chasing a story. I promised your brother I’d keep you safe. Forget what you’ve seen here. I don’t need another journalist’s death on my conscience.”

      Fire ignited in her beautiful gaze. “Is that all I’d be to you? Another dark stain on your conscience?” She closed the distance between them until the warmth of her breath caressed his lips. “Tell me, Ryan, how many regrets are running through that mind of yours?”

      More than he cared for, but probably not as many as most would believe.

      Ryan tried hard to live an honest life, both personal and professional. Sometimes, he failed on both accounts. His single-parent status attested to one of his failures. He met her stare. “How many are in yours?”

      She recoiled, immediately averting her gaze. “None.”

      The urge to use his talent and uncover all her secrets tingled along his skin. If he weren’t careful, the energy of his gift would bleed into his eyes and crackle in the air around him. Not a problem if he were touching his target and engaged. They’d never remember. Right now? She would witness his hunger to uncover the truth, a compulsion he’d forced himself to overcome. To date, Delanee was the only person who could elicit enough of an emotional reaction in him to trigger his ability. He still hadn’t figured out why. What about her tugged at his very essence? A dangerous mystery.

      “And would you want to be more than a failed duty for me should something happen to you?” he pressed, knowing he shouldn’t. He reached out and feathered a finger along the corner of her jaw. His light skin was such a contrast in comparison to her honeyed brown. Tiny arcs of electricity leaped across his fingertips. The sparks danced in her eyes, but not enough to draw her into his web. Not yet. He wanted her to remember the answer. “How much do you want me to care?”

      

      Alluring and startlingly sensual, the teasing flutter of his touch on her skin left Delanee breathless. Any time he touched her, a simple caress on her hand or across her wrist, she was left with an unwelcome awareness of him. As though he’d somehow managed to brand his presence on her nerves. Something she did not need nor want where he was concerned, she reminded herself. Again.

      Taking a step from him, breaking the delicate contact, took an effort that made her want to hiss. The bigger issue, she acknowledged, pressing her lips together in frustration, was her answer. What to say, what to say? Be flippant and shrug away her remark made in the heat of the moment. Or be honest and admit that maybe, perhaps just a little, how he felt about her mattered. She wanted to be more than an obligation. More than a job well done.

      “Would my answer matter?” she asked, surprised at her breathy voice. She swallowed and glanced at the years of research affixed to his wall. “Whether I was impetuous and spoke without thought, or⁠—”

      The tip of his index finger glided under her chin, shifting her attention back to him. “Or? Don’t lose that nerve on me now, Miss Ralston.”

      Miss Ralston. A subtle reminder that only professionalism had ever existed between them. Except for the one time she had insisted he take her home so she could escape a rather aggressive pursuer. And even then, standing in the dark in her dining room, he’d been aloof. Always civil, regardless of her many barbs she had sent his direction. Delanee wanted to break that façade, see the real man beneath. The one he’d hinted existed in the bathroom.

      But perhaps not in the intimate space of his bedroom.

      The feisty side of her personality she usually showed him cowered beneath reality. She would reveal more than she could afford if she allowed their banter to continue. In the limited time she’d known Ryan Voklane, she had to force herself not to allow him into her midnight fantasies. She didn’t want or need another alpha male in her life, especially not as a forever spouse.

      Whatever man she ended up marrying would be tame. Quiet. Unfortunately, those types of men tended to be terrified of her. Delanee knew Ryan would never shrink from her temper. He’d never fear her hidden nature, which constantly wanted to rise to the surface whenever she encountered him. Delanee took another step away.

      “You aren’t going to tell me anything about your research, are you?” she asked, kneading the soft cotton of the shirt in her hands.

      “No. You aren’t going to tell me why you want me to care, are you?”

      Delanee’s breath burned in her lungs. She shook her head.

      Inara cooed in her crib. Delanee resisted the urge to go and check on the infant. Ryan had no such hesitation. He crossed the short distance and leaned over the railing. Seeing an opportunity to slip away, she eased past his spacious bed to the open door.

      “Running isn’t like you,” he said.

      Grasping the doorframe, she half turned and looked over her shoulder at him. “Oh? Do you not remember helping me escape Mr. Ingerman?”

      Slowly, he moved around the crib. “You don’t run from me.”

      No, she didn’t. Rather, she hunted him down and liked to see what he’d do if she challenged his authority. But when she did so, they weren’t standing near his bed, in a room that smelled of him. Like sandalwood and the sharp tang of the ocean. She had some separation. A reminder that kissing him, discovering what all the muscle hidden beneath clothes would feel like, would be a very bad idea.

      “Goodnight, Mr. Voklane,” she whispered, turning from him.

      “Miss Ralston, wait.”

      Delanee stilled but didn’t turn back around. Her heart thundered in her ears. “Yes?”

      “We should have gone by your apartment tonight and gathered the things you’ll need for at least a week. Here.” Blinking, she turned around and found him holding out another t-shirt and a pair of cotton pajama pants. “I’ll take you when I return home after dark tomorrow night.”

      Delanee accepted the clothes, her gaze shifting over his shoulder to the papers and images tacked to the far wall. Immediately, she began planning how she’d explore the material he had gathered and where to search for additional information in the study she’d discovered earlier. “You’re leaving me here by myself tomorrow?”

      “You’re going to snoop, aren’t you?” he asked, resigned.

      “I prefer to call it investigating,” Delanee answered, smiling sweetly.

      The smile he returned was tight. “Not an invasion of privacy?”

      “I promise not to look through your bedside table.”

      His mouth flattened. “How considerate of you.”

      Delanee couldn’t help but wonder what she would find if she snuck a peek. Boring, everyday things, or perhaps something a bit more salacious. From her limited understanding, men didn’t go without physical pleasure, even if they were alone. Most women didn’t, either. Mr. Harold’s Book Emporium’s lusty book section was always busy with citizens of Haven City searching for their next visual fix. A heated flush blossomed across her cheeks. She’d never been brave enough to venture there herself but had written about plenty of others being noticed among the bookshelves.

      Inara shouted an inarticulate noise and then blubbered. Delanee glanced at the crib. The baby girl grabbed at her toes, giggled, and then kicked her feet away, shouting another unknown word only she knew.

      “I think she’s ready for bed,” Delanee said. She held up the clothes. “Thank you. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Ryan grasped the top edge of his door. “I’ll answer your questions before I leave for the day.”

      Delanee raised her brows. “All of them?”

      “All that I can without revealing secrets, yes.”

      “I won’t share them,” she promised.

      He touched his chest. “Guardian of Sziveria. I guard her secrets, as well as her people.”

      A shiver raced up her spine. Indeed. How could she argue with that statement? Three of her brothers were guardians, one so high-ranking that only the queen-elect had authority over him. In fact, it was information her brother Deklan’s wife had uncovered that had led Delanee to identify the assassin.

      Her attention shifted to the wall again. “I still won’t share anything.”

      “I know how desperate you are to break free of the social pages,” he said quietly.

      “I am, yes.” He had no idea. No one did, not really. How could they? The determination to see her name on an article of value had led her to all manners of exciting investigations. And each one had been rejected by her editor. He’d shaken the paper at her and told her society gossip was her job, and if she wanted to continue to write for Haven City Chronicle, she’d better stop bringing him anything else to review. She wasn’t giving up, however. Someday, she would write something her editor wouldn’t be able to turn away. “But not at the expense of my personal morals. I said I won’t share anything. You can trust me.”

      Something close to regret filled his eyes and subdued his smile. “I know.”

      All the senses Delanee tried to keep buried prickled with awareness. She knew without a doubt Ryan Voklane had another personal secret.
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      Golden morning light spilled into Ryan’s kitchen, reflecting off the pale green marble and pine cupboards. He blew on the hot cup of tea between his hands and smothered a smile as Delanee stumbled through the archway from the living room. The dark orange cotton shirt, while too big, revealed she wore no underclothes. Her modest breasts were perfectly outlined. The gray sleep pants he’d give her to wear for the day hung off her slender hips but, thanks to her height, didn’t drag on the floor. Chaotic dark, wine-red curls framed her face and tumbled over her shoulders. She shielded her eyes from the bright room.

      “What time is it?” she asked, her words husky and a little fatigue-slurred.

      “Didn’t sleep well?” he asked, turning, and pouring her a cup from the stove. “Sugar? Milk?”

      Her hands pressed into the marble as she slid onto a stool across from him, still squinting and blinking. “Both, thank you. And I slept fine for being in a strange bed.”

      Ryan hadn’t slept much. He’d wanted to check on her, ensure she was comfortable and not getting into trouble sneaking around his house. At least, that’s what he told himself. It had nothing to do with knowing she slept in nothing but his t-shirt. Nothing at all.

      He slid the prepared tea across to her. “It’s eight in the morning.”

      She grumbled, dragging the cup closer. “Terrible time.”

      “I’ve been up for three hours.”

      She hissed. Hissed. Her golden eyes glared at him as if he’d committed some great offense. Well, that was unexpected. Then again, he’d had suspicions where she was concerned. Her uninhibited beast-like reaction added to his hunch about what her eye coloring really meant for her genetic inheritance.  Ryan kept his features carefully schooled, not wanting her to realize what she may have revealed.

      “Why would you ever get out of bed so early?” she asked.

      “Not all of us rule the nights. Inara is a morning baby, and the twins arrive at dawn to pick her up. I go for a swim⁠—”

      “Swim?” she interrupted, staring at him as if he’d lost his mind. “Where do you swim? You don’t even have a bathtub.”

      “There’s a lap pool in the greenhouse.”

      “And you don’t freeze?”

      He smiled and took a sip of his tea. “This entire street shares a natural hot spring for water. You’ll notice a difference when you shower.”

      Her jaw worked, and she tapped her fingers on the marble counter. “This is real.”

      “Yes.”

      “Your house is beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And hot spring fed.”

      “Yes.”

      “How did a liaison for an arch guardian afford a place like this?”

      He set his cup down and turned. “Hungry?”

      “Curious. Answer the question.”

      “You first.”

      She growled, but conceded. “Fine. Yes, I could eat.”

      A knot formed in his chest. He gathered the ingredients for a simple egg and potato dish and heated a pan on the stove. “My parents owned three houses, one here in Haven City, another at Evanmoore Lake, and the third is up in the Northern Boundary, in Mysthaven.”

      “Why would anyone want a house up there?”

      “Privacy. No one bothers anyone in the Northern Boundary. There are a few communities that make life seem mostly normal when there is no access to items we take for granted. My parents were part of such a community. When we traveled up there, they’d bring chests filled with wares. They were like a traveling general store. Summers in the Northern Boundary are… special.” The simplicity of life in a part of the country where winter made only the hardiest Sziverians brave the land on the other side of the Tabria Mountains was something Ryan found himself missing at the oddest moments. Like now, while he chopped the jarred potatoes, remembering his mother doing the same thing in a humble kitchen.

      “I’ve never been,” she said. “I never thought I’d want to go, but now… perhaps it’d be worth a trip. I could write about it.”

      “Cora was going to, before she died. Write about the Northern Boundary.” He swept potatoes into a cast-iron skillet and set them on the stove. “Raiventon has a house there, and his wife wants to provide a better life for the inhabitants. Access to medical scientists, basic medicine, and even clothing.”

      “There’s no clothing?”

      Ryan added salt, pepper, rosemary, thyme, and powdered garlic to the potatoes. “There is, but clothing is a bartered item. Most everything is. If you need a new pair of pants, you’ll have to find something a seamstress needs to trade. There aren’t any clothing shops.”

      “So, three homes. Your parents are wealthy?”

      “My mother inherited the house on the lake. My father inherited the house here in Haven City. They bought the residence in the Northern Boundary. Or rather, they staked out the land and built a house.” He stirred the potatoes, checking to ensure they were browning evenly. “I only still own the Mysthaven house.” And only then because he’d helped build the cabin. The family memories had made parting with the home impossible. “The other two I sold after.…”

      After they disappeared, too many years passed for Ryan to believe they would ever return home. “Anyway, with the raimarks from both the properties, I was able to purchase this house.”

      “You’re very lucky. Even in winter, you’ll have access to fresh, warm water.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. “You do, in your apartment building.”

      “Yes, we’re lucky, too. Most people in the depth of winter are thawing snow to drink, cook, and bathe with.” She set her elbow on the counter and dropped her chin on her palm. “Would you move if offered a ranked guardianship with a property?”

      “No.” He returned to the potatoes, cracking two eggs over the top and then covering the pan.

      “Can you do that?”

      “No, I won’t ever accept a ranked guardianship position.”

      “Whyever not?” Exasperation filled her words.

      Because no one could know what he was capable of except the two who already did. He lifted the lid and checked on the eggs. “I have my reasons.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who would reject a ranked guardianship.”

      “Hasn’t your brother….” He lifted his head to the ceiling, snapping his fingers to jog his memory. “Which one was it again? Oh yes, Drayke. Hasn’t he rejected multiple offers from both the SNID and the FIO to take a ranked position, but he’s chosen to stay with Haven City Enforcement Services?”

      “Well, yes, he has, but that’s because he’s happy where he is.” Ryan looked over his shoulder, brows raised. She huffed and slapped her hands on the counter. “So, you’re happy in mediocre, understood.”

      “Who said my job was ever mediocre?”

      She gave him an Oh, please stare. “You communicate orders from Arch Guardian Synintel to his intelligence teams.”

      “Important orders. I’m also responsible for making sure the teams are healthy and functioning without strife and that any safety concerns are addressed.” Ryan checked the eggs, found them ready, and spooned the meal onto two plates. After getting a fork and napkin, he slid Delanee her half and leaned on the counter to eat his.

      She poked at her egg, breaking the bright yellow yolk over the crispy herbed potatoes. “I still can’t believe you’d say no to a ranking, especially with your experience.”

      “I’m content where I am.” Not a choice, but one he accepted.

      They ate in silence, Delanee seeming to be lost in thought. When she finished, she picked up her plate and went to the sink. Her plate clinked with all the other objects.

      “I’ll wash these today,” she said.

      “That won’t be necessary,” Ryan said quickly.

      “I’ll need something to do. I don’t mind. I’m usually on dish duty with my grandmother. She loves to cook.”

      Ryan shook his head. “You’re a guest. I’ll do the dishes in my home.”

      She braced both hands on the lip of the sink. “I’m a favor for you to hold over my family, not an invited visitor.”

      Allowing her to think she was nothing more than a means to get into her family's good graces would be the wisest course of action. However, the misconception reflected badly on them both. On him because she believed he was using her situation for his gain. On her because she’d reduced the value of her safety to what her family could provide him in return. Both were lies he was unwilling to allow her to believe.

      Ryan straightened and grasped her chin between his fingers. He leaned close enough to see the flecks of gold and dark amber in her irises. If he shifted his touch, he could discover if her full lips were as soft as they looked. A dangerous urge.  “Once again, you’re making me wonder why you care. But to clarify, you aren’t a means to more power for me. You aren’t here because I’m playing some dominance game. You’re here because your safety matters. You matter. And no one is going to hunt you. Understand?”

      “Y-yes,” she whispered, her eyes luminous.

      Ryan dropped his hand. “Good.” He set his teacup and plate into the sink. “Come on, we’ll go over what you wanted to know last night before I leave for the day. Evie and Ava have said they’ll come over around lunch.”

      “I don’t need a keeper,” she groused.

      “They insisted, I don’t argue with them.” Managed to be a complete waste of time when he tried anyway. Being well into their sixties, the twins had mastered the art of manipulation.

      In his bedroom, he stopped at his dresser. Worry gnawed at him and tightened his gut. He didn’t want to share the information with her. Didn’t want to put her further in jeopardy with more knowledge. However, data without proper understanding could indeed be dangerous, and she’d come in here while he was gone and try to figure things out on her own.

      “I won’t be able to answer all your questions, but I’ll answer what I can.”

      “Can you wait? Just a second?” she asked, her expression bright with excitement.

      “Wh—”

      “I’ll be right back. Just give me a minute!” she shouted over her shoulder, racing from the room, her dark curls bouncing along her back.

      Ryan released a puff of air and looked over the countless notes he’d pinned and clipped to canvas an entire wall. A map on the right side of his room had colorful threads pinned from Sziveria that led to other nations in the known inhabited world.

      Delanee rushed back in, a notebook and pen clutched in her hand. He quirked a smile. Always the journalist. Ryan really hoped he wasn’t making a huge mistake.

      “All right,” she huffed, tucking an errant curl behind her ear. “I’m ready.” She waved her hand in an elegant roll. “Proceed.”

      Ryan moved to the start of the gathered materials. “Primary Guardian Wintersfall created this timeline for me over three years ago, in 835. He started at the first event he knew about, Katria Nachemir’s family being assassinated in 832. I added another event I knew about, which also occurred in 832. Then, in 836, we learned of an additional event in 832.”

      She scribbled. “So, 832 is definitely a point of origin for.…”

      Ryan swallowed back distaste. “The V Alliance.” He loathed saying their name.

      “Who are they?”

      “Not sure, but I’ll get to more on them in a minute.” He touched the timeline. “In 832, this is what we’re aware happened. Chances are high there are other victims, other situations we won’t learn about until all the truth is uncovered. Alexandrov Nachemir, a known Gen-Heir assassin, is targeted by an assassin. They killed his wife and his youngest daughter. His eldest daughter, his genetic heir, agrees to come work for the FIO. In the spring of 832, a rapid acting form of Human Rabies Syndrome is introduced via an addictive powder. The culprit was discovered to be the former Sheild Guardian Levkaseon, who was after the arch guardianship of Terravine. The situation was contained, but the non-infectious form of magic lily dust has continued to plague our country.”

      “How would introducing a rapid onset version of HRS lead to a shield guardian taking over an arch guardian’s rank?” she asked, the pen cocked in her hand.

      “Because he thought he could make it seem like Arch Guardian Terravine wasn’t doing her job. He ran into trouble when his daughter, an honest woman, discovered and promptly foiled his plan.”

      Delanee blew out a long breath. “How did you keep that secret?”

      “We didn’t necessarily. The Levkaseon rank had to go before the Endowment and Revocation Council, where the rank changed hands due to the scandal. That the former shield guardian was after the arch guardianship didn’t need to be mentioned; he’d done enough to tarnish the family name by releasing HRS.” Ryan slid his finger down the line. “835, Jonathon Hunter investigates the Nachemir murders. He learns Katria was meant to be the only survivor, and whoever committed the crime wanted her because of her talent, to separate her from the ones she loves.”

      Delanee’s gaze narrowed. “But you made it to her first.”

      Ryan inclined his head.

      “Did you know? All the time, did you know?”

      “I knew about her, and I knew someone had approached another genetic heir for sharpshooting. It was sheer luck I beat them to her,” Ryan admitted. “And I had no idea who we were dealing with. No one did.” He tapped his finger under the year. “During the same time in 835, Primary Guardian Wystone is murdered after he reveals to Wintersfall someone is forging manifests. Master Guardian Raiventon then learns his wife⁠—”

      “Who is the daughter of your boss,” Delanee cut in.

      “Yes, Arch Guardian Synintel’s daughter was being used to alter goods manifests. Shield Guardian Enbrackon was behind the ruse. He lost his ranking over the deceptions.” Ryan let out a long exhale. “We learned most of the falsified goods were coming from either Westica or New Columbia, with a few others scattered globally, but the bulk were to and from these two nations.”

      Delanee’s jaw clenched. “And that’s when Cora went to Westica.”

      “Yes. She went to learn what was being stolen from Westica, to where and how they managed to move so much product without the knowledge of the local government. And that’s where she learned about the name of the V Alliance. The group in charge of everything.”

      “Primary Guardian Kynhaven returned from Westica with a wife,” Delanee said. “He asked me to be the personal reporter for the events introducing her. Was she part of the V Alliance, and she turned?”

      “No,” Ryan sighed. “No. She was a victim, like Cora. We learned her father is Arch Guardian Praekasdeon. He was coerced into forging prisoner transfers after Jessalyn was kidnapped and presumed dead in,” he tapped the timeline, “832. When he refused, they kidnapped his wife, brought her to Sziveria, and threatened her in front of him. He submitted, took his wife, and disappeared into the Northern Boundary.”

      “But he still did the prisoner transfers?”

      “Yes. For years.”

      She stared at him, incredulous. “And no one noticed? How is that even possible?”

      “Our maximum-security prisons are shrouded in ice for nine months a year. No one south of the Tabrias goes there and does a prisoner inventory. We trust the prison keepers that their population is what they say it is.”

      “Fair enough,” she blew out.

      “In 836, Sylphine Seartavos⁠—”

      “The Italyssian shipping heiress?”

      “Yes,” Ryan smiled. “I believe you wrote an article about her while she was in Haven City.”

      A flush darkened her cheeks. “I wrote several. She did contract with Key Guardian Asherwick in the fall of eight hundred thirty-six.”

      “Yes, she did. One of the reasons for that contract needing to be fulfilled was the owner of Cyrano Shipping hoped to marry Sylphine and gain access to her father’s trade empire. Leone Cyrano was the main person responsible for
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




