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      Dark clouds gathered and thundering cymbals boomed—mighty drums that bombarded the night in an off-beat rhythm. Whips of lightning zipped and flashed, fast and deadly as they illuminated the valleys and the spiked peaks all around him. The never-ending scent of rain and ozone permeated the air as the male stood overlooking his empty, barren world.

      Hands clenched at his sides as his nails dug into his palms at not only the unbearable loneliness, but more. The more always started off simmering before it grew into a steaming cauldron of rage—a black seething mass that constantly festered becoming steadily stronger. It beat and struck furiously at him over and over, just as it had for the last hundred years.

      But one of these days … one of these days, one way or another, he’d tear free.

      Then my brotah, I will come for you. I will pay you back for what you’ve taken from me.

      The vow—a yearly ritual spoken on the eve of his brother’s betrayal—echoed in his mind even as it drifted away on the gusting wind. It was all he had, and despite his vow to the contrary, it would likely be all he’d ever have.

      Defeated at the thought, he inhaled the damp, energy-infused air into his lungs and held it there a moment. Then he exhaled, letting it all go. As much as he could anyway.

      He shifted into his dragon, the only freedom he had anymore and his only source of release from the emptiness.

      Yet lately, not even flying through the daily storm could dispel the familiar aching loneliness that gripped his soul.
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        Assassin Compound

      

      

      

      Despite the early hour, Treya—assassin number TRA237A—couldn’t help but grin at her sparring partner. Like a well-oiled yet deadly duo they danced in the middle section of the training center. Surrounded by countless others doing the same, Treya ducked her rival’s jab and threw one of her own. As genetically engineered dragon shifters, she and Jared were a good match, even if he stood a foot taller than her.

      Rumor had it that all the dragon shifters in the compound shared the same sire. Treya didn’t know if that was true or not and it seemed a bit of a stretch to believe. Not that it mattered. Unless they had the same birth mother, they weren’t raised as siblings.

      Instead, they were groomed to be rivals.

      At twenty-six years of age, the same as Treya, Jared had become a worthy opponent with a well-toned, muscular build. He was also very fast.

      They had never been friends—one didn’t have friends here—but they did have respect.

      Her’s for designation JA3R33D grew when he and his four siblings, who’d been raised in the same pod, recently picked names. As supernatural beings created to be assassins they weren’t supposed to have names, so it was a big chance they’d taken. But it was a risk that Jared’s pod seemed to have accepted. Treya supposed it helped that she and her brother Jacey had done the same thing and hadn’t been punished too badly. Well, if one considered her assignments tripling not too bad.

      After pitching a fit and running her ragged, the director and his bonded mate Avalonia—Ava—chose to ignore what Treya and Jacey had done. Unfortunately, Jared not only got a heavier workload, but also a public flogging. Treya supposed it was meant to be a deterrent to others and wondered if it would work. Or would they just attempt to keep things secret instead?

      Either way,  annoying their creators was never a good idea—there was no telling how they’d retaliate.

      Jared grimaced when Treya connected with his face. They may be a product of the director and Ava’s twisted experiments, but they could be hurt and did feel pain. As proved when the smooth skin of his cheek broke open and blood covered them both.

      Within seconds he began to heal.

      As they picked up their pace, some of the others stopped sparring to watch.

      A gleam in his blue eyes, Jared grinned back at Treya. “I’m going to take you this time.”

      “Bring it.” Treya invited with a smile.

      Fists and legs flew as his body contorted in ways a normal human would never have been able to do. But they weren’t human—they had a beast inside of each one of them. Treya and the J-K siblings, along with many others, had a dragon while some of their cohorts had wolves or large cats, or were a combination of such. Well, and there were a couple oddities who were part daywalker or Ilyium witch, but they kept to themselves.

      Yet, despite Jared’s swift attack, Treya’s gift—one of many—allowed her to anticipate each move he made a split second before it could happen.

      Jared was one of only a few of her peers who could keep up with her. Somewhat. Jaden, who she often referred to as his evil twin—birthed two seconds later—was another. Still, no one, not even the trainers who had years of experience could take Treya now. Not since the day she’d turned sixteen.

      All her life Treya had been assured that her targets were bad people who needed to go away for the greater good. But she’d begun to question that theory, and then was sent to eliminate a family of five. Three of which were young children.

      Treya couldn’t do it. But when she tried to quietly slip away, her target’s guardian caught her. A literal giant, he had powers she’d never come across before.

      She’d also never fought so hard in her life.

      Treya finally managed to get away, but the disaster had left her shaken.

      That incident became a major turning point in her life. Not only in supercharging her warrior skills, for Treya was determined to never be at anyone’s mercy, but also because it was when she discovered that her ability to teleport extended beyond the realm she stood in, which was a rare gift. If she hadn’t escaped that day Treya was pretty sure she’d have ended up dead.

      The director was furious that she’d bungled her mission, but when ordered to go back and fix it, Treya refused.

      In retaliation for her obstinacy, the director and Ava gave her a brother. Someone to love and also a hostage to ensure Treya completed her missions and returned to the compound.

      Except, their creation didn’t turn out as planned. There was some sort of flaw in Jacey’s DNA. Which didn’t bode well for her brother. As an extremely vain male, failed experiments looked bad on the director. Of course, Ava’s constant whispering in the director’s ear didn’t help matters either.

      A flutter in the back of her mind alerted Treya to the presence of two newcomers that she’d never come across before. One had the feel of a very powerful, yet dark-souled being with a deadly vibe. The other just felt like pure evil skimming over her very existence.

      With an inward shudder, Treya fought the urge to glance up at the reflective one-way window on the second floor. She couldn’t see into the director’s office, so why bother? Instead she swiped at a lone strand of black hair that had fallen in her face and wished they could have been using swords instead of fists today. She’d started with her black mane tied back, but it never stayed that way. She should have braided it, and would have, but hadn’t expected to be in the training center quite so early.

      Now she wondered if their guests, whoever they may be, were the reason they’d all been called out to spar this morning. Although knowing Avalonia, it could just be that the bitch was in a mood.

      Treya didn’t normally react so strongly to others unless there was trouble or danger, which begged the question, who was up there with the director and his consort?

      She could feel her creators anytime they were near, which was often. They constantly watched—evaluating each and every one of their subjects and plotting new ways to either try and break them or make them stronger, tougher, invincible.

      Their goal?

      Turn them all into assassins that couldn’t be killed and would follow orders to a T without any questions. Deadly automatons that could neither think nor act without instruction.

      The director and his consort had begun to achieve their dream and now had a number of zombies wandering around the compound here on Icarus. But their makers success had come only after countless hundreds of casualties.

      Treya didn’t know how many assassins had been turned into mindless raging maniacs needing to be put down or contained in a padded room, but it was a lot. Too many if you asked her. Still, most of her cohorts were too worried about their own hides to care.

      The thought of either option, being lobotomized so she couldn’t think for herself, or contained for life in a dark room, made bile rise in Treya’s stomach.

      She’d rather die than spend the rest of eternity locked up or as a mindless drone.

      And now, these new arrivals sent a shiver of dread down Treya’s spine awakening a deep sense of foreboding. Why or of what, she had no clue.

      Jaden, Jared’s twin, darted in and tagged his brother taking his place.

      Treya advanced cautiously. Jaden would never hold back and if he ever caught her, he’d easily and happily take her apart. As one of Ava’s pets, he hated Treya with a passion. Though in all fairness, he seemed to hate everyone equally which made Treya wonder what the director’s consort told him.

      Treya tried not to let her distraction of the newcomers get in the way, but still ended up a fraction of a second too slow.

      Jaden landed a punch that knocked her back a few feet. On a human it would have left her with broken ribs or at the very least, bruised and aching. After the initial bite, the pain faded.

      A hint of satisfaction flickered in his eyes for just a moment, then they blanked.

      They went a few more rounds, Treya careful to keep out of his way. Then she saw her chance and went on the offensive. Jaden flew back and landed on his ass.

      Treya moved out of the way, ready for him to retaliate.

      “Jaden!” Jared snapped a warning.

      The twins appeared to be locked in a contest of wills. Then Jaden let out a breath and it seemed as if he acquiesced to his brother.

      Jared pulled Jaden to his feet. “You good?”

      Jaden nodded but didn’t say a word, then together the twins did all they could to take her down. Treya tried to focus solely on the two oldest J-K siblings, knowing she’d pay for it if she didn’t, but a sense of urgency had begun to slowly consume her.

      An ear-piercing whistle rang out—time for swords and knives.

      With a grin, Jordie, the youngest J-K sibling at twelve years old saluted Treya. “I always learn so much watching you.”

      “You don’t do so bad yourself,” Treya said. She liked Jordie and unlike everyone else, she didn’t taunt or put down the younger trainees but rather built them up. Plus, Jordie was a good kid. Too bad he didn’t get to be a kid.

      “Treya, catch!”

      She turned to find a short sword flying straight at her.

      Jared grinned when she grabbed it by the hilt.

      Treya spun it around, slicing through the air, aware of Jaden studying her, looking for any weakness.

      Jaspar, an eighteen-year-old J-K sibling joined the brothers.

      Warmed up and ready, Treya waited as they all converged on her.

      Her heartbeat picked up and within seconds she got into a rhythm. She was more than proficient at most weapons, but the short sword was her favorite.

      Yet as she danced another quicker beat, parrying and thrusting, the eyes watching from above weighted on her like a dirge eating at her soul.

      It left her feeling off-balance.

      The sense of impending doom quadrupled when a tiny boy who looked completely out of place wandered in and sat down on a bench along the wall.

      Jacey. At ten, he was the youngest child in the league compound.

      Treya and Jacey had the exact same DNA, yet Jacey couldn’t shift into his dragon. Nor was he growing as he should have, a fate that landed him beyond the bottom of the soldier ranks.

      Those like her brother never lasted long, and Treya knew it was only a matter of time before the director decided Jacey was more trouble than he was worth—even as a hostage.

      It didn’t matter that her brother had a brain that could rival the smartest of them all—no one saw anything but the fact he looked seven instead of ten.

      Treya’s heart lurched. He appeared so solitary and alone. No one would go near him in fear they’d catch his affliction. Sadly, it was more a sense of self-preservation—to be seen as weak was a death sentence.

      While Jacey’s sad existence never failed to break Treya’s heart, it did strengthen her vow to take him away from this place. To give him a better life.

      But first she had to get rid of the collar around his neck that held him within the compound.

      Treya had been working on gaining the trust of the technician who oversaw Jacey’s containment collar. She’d feigned interest in learning about the various pieces of tech. But the human wasn’t very trusting and Treya couldn’t really blame her. Trust didn’t come easily to anyone here.

      Somehow she’d figure it out, even if she had to use force and pain, since the collar was only one barrier to their escape. The second was the tracking device buried deep within her flesh and that of every assassin here. Each night for the last two years, Treya spent a bit of time trying to locate where the trackers were monitored. She’d searched every level and room of the compound except one—the personal quarters of the director and Ava.

      Treya figured it had to be there, but the building was heavily guarded by bloodsucking vampires—day- and nightwalkers—and for some reason she couldn’t break the wards to teleport inside, and she was really good with wards.

      She didn’t know everything about how the trackers worked, but over the last two years she’d been testing them, and soon realized that they let the director know when she left the compound and again when she returned. It seemed they couldn’t track her in real time, likely due to the fact that the assassin league operated throughout all fifty-two realms.

      Treya had learned however that the trackers had around a four-hour delay. She’d tested that out and found it took a good four and a half hours before the assassin sent to retrieve her showed up.

      So, if she kept moving, it would make things much harder for anyone trying to locate her.
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      Darken Night went by many names. Here he was known best as the devil’s spawn. Of course, that was just Avalonia’s derogatory term for him. He often thought she might not be wrong. Their hatred was a mutual thing that would take much more than either was willing to sacrifice for it to end. Plus, he referred to her as the devil’s whore, so who was he to complain? Slim with long, wavy black hair, she was stunning, and nastier than one of Satan’s personal viper demons.

      “How dare you come here demanding a meeting?” Avalonia snapped. She ignored the smaller, ordinary-looking male who accompanied Darken into the office.

      “I’d say its pleasure to see you, Ava, but we both know that would be a lie. I’d much rather have all my teeth pulled,” Darken said, taking in the plain office. The desk was large and held two monitors that he imagined was so the director could oversee his domain.

      “Now, Ava,” the director cautioned before she could respond. A tall, reed-thin male, the director sported short salt-and-pepper hair and gray eyes that reminded Darken of a rattlesnake. The two made a good pair, both cold and narcissistic. “I told you, Darken’s brought us a new client.”

      With a huff, Avalonia pursed her lips.

      Born a nightwalker, the director could only leave the UV protected compound once the sun set. It was a handicap he hated, so many years ago he’d begun to search for a cure that would allow him to walk in the day. That purpose was what started this program. However, once the director realized how profitable building an army of genetically engineered assassins could be, he’d embraced his little pet project with even more enthusiasm.

      At one time, Darken objected to the beings created and methods used, but now, as lord of his own seedy underworld domain, he no longer cared.

      “So, Mr. …?” the director asked Darken’s slimy little companion.

      “Garbagio.” With grease-slicked brown hair, watery gray eyes, and mottled tan-and-pink flesh on a human body, the male Darken had brought here puffed up his chest. As cull demons went, Garbo was of little consequence in the demon underworld. A bottom feeder, he was nonetheless evil to his soulless core and liked to pretend to being more than he was to those who didn’t know better.

      Darken knew better and despised the lowly, weak creature. But the pathetic piece of garbage held information Darken desperately needed. Sadly, the only way to get that info without entering hell itself was to help Garbo get what he wanted. Which was to hire the best assassin around. Who the little demon wanted offed and why, Darken had no idea. Nor did he care.

      As Ava and the director discussed what exactly Garbagio was looking for, Darken turned to the one-way window that looked down upon a large gymnasium. At least a hundred trainees and assassins, ranging
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