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	Strong Alone. Stronger Together.
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	D


	eath had taken her entire family from her when she was just a girl, and now that relentless bastard was back, coming for her. 

	Stalking her. 

	Dakari Tievel could feel its fetid breath on her neck as she rushed through the dark shadows of the vacant alley of this godforsaken outpost, trying her best to elude its hateful agents. 

	She shivered. Not from fear, as she’d come to terms with the inevitability of death long ago. Honestly, she was more than ready to be with her brother and parents again. She’d more than welcome that long overdue reunion. 

	Rather her tremors came from the frigid cold that had taken all the sensation from her fingertips, while she searched desperately for the address she’d been given by one of her former guards. 

	These people will help you, my lady. It’s what they do.

	Dakari wasn’t sure if she believed in heroes anymore. Not of any kind. In this day and age, they were in short supply. Those who were willing to stand up for others and risk their lives . . . they were the stuff of childhood dreams. 

	Most were too absorbed with their own suffering to care about anyone else’s. She’d learned that when she was six and the people of her world had stood aside and let her family be slaughtered for no reason whatsoever.

	Then they’d embraced their killer without bothering to see him punished for his cruelty and crimes. It sickened her to this day that people could be so blind. So mean.

	So unfeeling.

	But no one had cared. No one had stood up and said, this is wrong! The guilty should be punished!  

	Instead, they’d gone on with their lives, knowing what had been done to her and her family was deplorable. Telling her that they were sorry about it. That one day, she’d rise above it and move it. But no one had spoken up or helped. They’d turned their gazes away in fear of that same injustice coming for them with the same ruthless vengeance that it used to lay her family low for no reason whatsoever. 

	Their callous apathy was what had caused the deep, dark void in her soul that had never healed. Too early in life, she’d learned the truth of others. 

	Everyone was selfish. Only out for themselves.

	People would only help when they had something to gain. Either a warm, fuzzy feeling in their belly or applause from those around them.

	No one helped because it was the right thing to do. And that included the guard who’d given her this address. Why would he do anything for no reason, at all?

	She should have known better.

	“I’m a fool for being here.”

	In her heart, she believed that. No one had ever once helped her. Why would they start now? 

	Most likely, this was a fabricated address. The guard had probably sent her to her death. Just for shits and giggles. 

	Like everyone else in her life. 

	Torture the little girl. Watch her suffer. It was what people liked to do for entertainment. 

	For some reason, watching the misery of others seemed to make them feel better about their own pathetic lives. Especially when they thought the person being harmed had something better than them or that they were somehow “blessed.”

	But she’d never been blessed. Dakari had been cursed from the moment of birth. 

	In spite of her “royal” birth, she had risked her life to leave her home. It’d taken every last cred to her name to get here. She’d barely escaped the last assassin who’d been sent to kill her. If these people turned her away . . .

	Don’t think about it.  

	Right now, she couldn’t afford to let her panic override what little courage she had left. 

	Breathe, Dakaboo. Just breathe. I’m right here with you. I’ll always be with you. Tears filled her eyes as she heard her brother’s voice in her head, whispering the comforting words he’d said to her the night they’d slaughtered their parents. 

	The night they’d divided them. 

	Barely six, she’d screamed and kicked, clawing at the soldiers as they brutally pulled her from her brother’s arms. That pain still choked her. Still burned so raw inside at times that she wondered how she’d managed to remain sane. 

	That night had been so unreal. So traumatic.

	For everyone.

	Unlike her, her brother had seen their parents’ die. Had witnessed the carnage up close and personal. Then, terrified that he would be next and determined to save Dakari’s life, he’d come to her bed and wrapped her in a blanket. “We have to go, Dakari.” 

	Five years older, Jinx had still been a kid himself. Yet he’d managed to stay strong and calm through the coup that had claimed the lives of everyone they loved. 

	He’d covered her head to keep her from seeing the bodies or blood, but the screams of that night were forever seared into her memory. As was the sound of his strong, steady heartbeat as he carried her through their home to what he’d prayed was safety. 

	“It’ll be all right. I’m right here. I’ll never let you go.” Words whispered over and over until he’d made it to the hangar bay only to discover it’d been their own half-brother who had torn their lives apart. 

	Tobin had been waiting in the hangar bay with more soldiers, to cut off Jinx’s escape. 

	Greedy, selfish, rotten piece of shit. Spoiled beyond spoiled, Tobin had no reason to harm them or their parents. He’d lived a lavish, carefree life.

	It hadn’t been enough.

	He’d wanted everything that wasn’t his.

	Even if it meant killing them all to have it.

	Now on this cold outpost, Dakari stumbled as the rage and pain washed over her anew. She still wanted his heart in her fist. To this day, she couldn’t understand why he’d spared her when he’d spared no one else his wrath. Not that Tobin hadn’t tried to brainwash her with his lies and excuses. Gaslight her into believing she hadn’t seen what she’d seen.

	Or heard the truth with her own ears.

	“I was there to rescue you, Dakari. You were too young to remember it! That was not how it happened at all. I saved you! Not Jinx. He died with your parents.”

	Lying bastard!

	As if she could ever forget her real brother’s kindness and care. What it felt like to really be loved.

	Like she didn’t know the difference between a hero and a coward.

	And now because she wouldn’t fall in line and do what he wanted, Tobin had sicced the League that governed all their worlds on her with the worst sort of kill orders imaginable. 

	Thrill-Kill. 

	It wasn’t just enough to kill her. The assassins were to tear her apart and make an example of her for others.

	Just like Tobin had ordered for their father and her mother. 

	Just like he’d done to Jinx.

	There was no justice in this universe that was ruled by the League and the monsters it created that preyed on all of them. She knew that better than anyone.

	Damn them for it!

	“Careful, love. Watch where you’re going!”

	Dakari bit back a scream as that unexpected voice intruded on her thoughts. Until she realized that the man speaking wasn’t one of the assassins hunting her. 

	He was . . .

	Huge!

	And intimidating. But at least this one wasn’t trying to cut off her head or stab her.

	So, she forced herself to smile at him and act as normal as she could manage given her near frantic state. “Is this the Hunting Ground?” Her guard had told her to go to that dingy bar on the inhospitable Trigange Outpost where her would-be saviors often hung out during their off-hours. 

	If they weren’t there when she arrived, the owner of the place would know how to reach them and would offer her protection until they could find her.

	Although why she was putting her faith in such a long shot, she had no idea. That alone, spoke tomes of just how desperate her plight had become. Trust was as alien a concept to her as bathing appeared to be for the bald, purple-skinned man in front of her.

	His gaze narrowed with suspicion. Then, faster than she could blink, he pulled out a blaster and angled it at her head.

	Breathless, she didn’t have time to react before he pulled the trigger and shot.

	Only instead of blasting her head from her shoulders, he shot barely an inch past her cheek, into the darkness.

	“Damn assassins. Like cockroaches. See one, there’s a dozen you don’t.” Spitting on the ground at his feet, he holstered his weapon. “You the target?”

	“I . . .” Dakari hesitated to answer as the truth could very well get her killed. The bounty on her life was staggering. “I’m looking for Eve Itxara. I was told she comes here a lot.”

	He ignored her. “How much is your life worth?”

	“Yours, if you don’t move along.”

	Dakari gasped at the sound of a deep, sultry voice so close to her ear that if the woman had meant her harm, she’d be dead already. How had she gotten that close to her without her knowing it? All these months of living on edge, of being hyper-vigilant to every single sound and vibration, no one had gotten the drop on her like this.

	No one.

	Except for this woman.

	“Who are you?”

	She stepped out of the shadows with a sly, wicked grin. Tall and lean with lush dark skin, she had the kind of athletic build that said she could hold her own with anyone. And while there were no weapons apparent on the woman’s body, Dakari had no doubt she was lethal. Every part of her bearing said she was honed for battle and ready to take on anything the League or anyone else threw at her. 

	Eve of Destruction was just what Dakari had been promised.

	Just what she needed.

	From the top of her long, Andarion braids to the bottom of her high-heeled lace boots. Damn! What Dakari wouldn’t give to look so intimidating and bad-ass. 

	The man held his hands up and took a step back. “C’mon, Eve. No need to be like that.”

	She smirked. “No need, but ridding the galaxy of assholes is my sole form of entertainment, Bailey.”

	He bolted so fast that Dakari was surprised he didn’t leave a wet trail in his wake. 

	“Nice.”

	“Not really. Most refer to me as a raging, hormonal bitch.” Eve rolled her shoulders which caused the leather of her black jacket to creak in protest. “Personally, I take that as a compliment.”

	“You would.”

	Dakari’s breath caught as she realized Eve wasn’t alone. Turning sharply, she saw another woman behind her. One similar enough in looks that it marked them as family. Only this one had long black hair that was held back from her face in a severe ponytail. Her unblemished skin was much paler than Eve’s, but she was no less bad-ass and fierce.

	The woman glanced down the alley. “Did you take care of our friend, Jedi?”

	“No shit, Jayne.” The masculine voice rumbled out of the darkness like thunder. “Bastard’s napping.”

	Jayne smirked. “Dirt?”

	“Any other kind for his low species?”

	“Good man.” Eve pulled out a pair of sunglasses and covered her copper-colored eyes with them. “Come along, Dakari Tievel. We need to chat.”

	Stunned on multiple levels, Dakari watched as an insanely tall man approached them. With a head full of long, dark, riotous curls, he was unbelievably handsome. And his swagger said that he was more than aware of it. That he’d probably conquered every heterosexual female who’d ever crossed his path. 

	Well-muscled and sporting enough weapons to double as an assault vehicle on his own, he winked at her, then turned toward Eve. “Hey, boss lady? I don’t want to argue what you’re doing, because I’m not stupid, but since when do we interfere with League contracts? I mean . . . that was a League assassin you just had me take out, right? And last time I checked that shit’ll get you killed in any galaxy, anywhere, any time.”

	Jayne scoffed at his question. “You turning craven, Tweed?”

	“No. But I’m not suicidal either.”

	Eve arched a brow at him.

	“Fair point, given some of my more recent actions and proclivity for reckless drinking.” He scratched at his jaw. “However, dodging League checkpoints and skirting laws is one thing. All-out war on their assassins . . . I like having my body parts where the gods meant them to be, you know? And I really like my head on top of my shoulders.”

	Eve folded her arms over her chest. “Then maybe we ought to get off the street and out of sight, huh?”

	Speaking in another language that Dakari couldn’t understand, Jedi rolled his eyes. 

	Jayne clapped him on the back. “Don’t lip my sister, pirate. Remember, she bites.”  

	He snorted at her warning. “Like I don’t have the bitemarks all over my ass to prove it?” He raked a disgruntled smirk over the attractive woman’s body. “Why do I like you again, Jayne?”

	She held her hands up to accentuate her rugged clothing. “My daring fashion sense.”

	“More like, my severe head injury.”

	Jayne laughed.

	Eve groaned at their play. “And you’re both about to get an ass-beating if you don’t stop and move out.”

	Jedi saluted her. “Yes, my mistress and tormenter.”

	“Are you related to them, too?” Dakari asked him as he led her toward a transport.

	With a confused scowl, Jedi shook his head. “No. Why?”

	For one thing, she couldn’t imagine a man his size allowing someone to talk to him like that unless they were related. Secondly . . . “You argue with them the way I used to with my brother.”

	A peculiar air came over Eve before she offered her a smile. “We might not be blood, but we’re family just the same. It’s why I tolerate his gargantuan ass and his bad attitude.”

	“Not to mention, my bad driving.” He flashed a wicked grin at her before he rushed to take up the driver’s seat.

	Eve started to argue, then appeared to surrender the fight as he strapped himself in. “Fine. Just get us back to the Remorseless in one piece, Jedidiah.”

	No sooner had she spoken than light exploded around them. Followed by heavy blaster fire.

	Cursing as Jayne returned fire and Jedi jumped back out of the transport to help, Eve pulled a blaster from beneath her jacket. “I thought you neutralized that assassin.”

	Jedi grimaced as he shielded Dakari with his body. “Apparently he had friends.” 

	Angry friends by the looks and sounds of it. No sooner had Jedi pulled her clear of the transport than it exploded.

	Terrified, Dakari shrank back as shrapnel rained down around them. 

	Eve took her arm and pulled her toward another alley while Jedi covered their retreat.

	“How many?” Jayne asked.

	“Six. Nine. Twenty dozen. Hell, if I can tell.”

	“Follow me!” Eve tossed a grenade toward their enemies, then ran down the dark alley with such ease that Dakari couldn’t fathom it, unless her glasses had some kind of infrared in them. 

	After a few minutes and more rounds of fire, she kicked open a door and pulled Dakari through it. 

	“Where are going?”

	Jedi snorted. “So long as it avoids death or custody, do you care?”

	“Not really.”

	“Then, shut-up and follow.” Eve urged her in front while she fired off a round to cover Jedi’s and Jayne’s retreat.

	Dakari kept running forward, through the vacant, rundown building with no destination, other than to avoid death and whatever nightmare was in pursuit of them. But unlike Eve, she wasn’t graceful about it as she tripped and fell against things in the dark.

	She turned left and slammed into something solid. Real solid and yet . . .

	Terror consumed her as she realized it was a man.

	No. Not a man. 

	An assassin.

	The kind they were doing their best to avoid. Shit!

	He reacted instantly. Grabbing Dakari before she could think to protest or even scream, he shoved her into a closet, then pushed Eve, Jayne and Jedi in on top of her and locked it.

	Panicking and confused, she expected them to fight or curse. Do something. 

	Anything. 

	Instead, they motioned for her to be quiet as they took up positions in the small room and holstered their weapons. Completely baffled, she listened to the sounds outside as their pursuers caught up to their location.

	“Damn it! Where’d they go?”

	“They must have veered off before they came this way.” The man’s voice was calm and heavily accented. 

	“I saw them come in here!”

	“You must have been mistaken. I’ve been here the whole time. No one entered before you.”

	“But—”

	“Want to keep arguing with a Top Ass or you want to find your target, Agent?”

	“Sorry, sir.” He rushed off.

	Even more perplexed by it all, Dakari frowned at the delighted look on Eve’s face, especially given the next words they heard that didn’t detract from that happy expression at all. “High Commander Shadowborne. Building one, clear. If the subs head this way, I’ll take them down with extreme prejudice.”

	If that was the assassin’s intentions, then why were Eve and Jayne smiling while Jedi smirked? Why bother to hide them when he intended to kill them?

	None of this made any sense. 

	Why were her “protectors” so comfortable with a League assassin standing just outside the door, talking to his colleagues about their murders? The League wasn’t exactly known for using soldiers or agents other than its own military personnel. 

	Charged with keeping the peace over all the existing worlds and outposts, they were their own legal system that controlled everyone with an iron fist. No government was safe from them.

	Their assassins were judge and jury for anyone stupid enough to get in their way, especially when someone, like her, had a kill-warrant issued against their life. Then anyone around them was deemed an acceptable loss. No assassin could get into trouble for taking out what they deemed collateral damage. Being around someone they wanted dead was your mistake. 

	No one would care.

	There wasn’t even anyone to complain to.

	That man standing outside could do anything he wanted to all of them and no one would be able to stop him. So why were the others so calm and nonchalant?      

	Her answer came a few minutes later when the door slid open and the assassin tsked at them. “One simple task, Evara. Is that too much to ask?”

	Arms akimbo, Eve walked seductively toward him. “You’re a fine one to talk, given the number of times I’ve saved your cute little ass. I do believe you still owe me.”

	Against all League rules and protocol, a smile broke across his handsome face. “Always, mi amita.” Pulling her against him, he kissed her.

	Dakari was so stunned that it took her a second to realize that the assassin had spoken his endearment in Euforian. My dearest. It’d been so long since she last heard her native tongue that she’d all but forgotten it.

	Along with the sound of his accent. That was why it’d seemed so familiar.

	No wonder she’d liked hearing it. It made his voice seem even deeper.

	Sexier.

	And that explained why Eve was so drawn to him. 

	Every bit as tall and muscular as Jedi, he had long, white blond hair. Like hers. Only his was braided down his back, in the fashion of all high-ranking League assassins. 

	A rank doubly confirmed by his black battlesuit as all lower ranking assassins wore maroon uniforms. To earn a flat black meant that this man had personally murdered over two hundred people at the League’s callous command. And half of those lives would have been decorated kills, meaning that they were either other League members or high-ranking political officers.

	Scratch that . . .

	Her eyes widened as she saw his sleeves in the faint light. Each one held a line of crowned daggers embroidered in blood red. The same blood red piping that marked his collar. There was absolutely no mistaking this man’s rank. He was a First Rank Command Assassin.

	A high commander. The so-called Top Ass.

	And that was terrifying beyond all reason as less than one percent of League assassins were able to obtain his rank. A rank that meant he’d personally taken the lives of over five hundred assigned targets—with at least one hundred of them having been fully trained assassins. 

	Her stomach lurched at the very thought of what this man was capable of. 

	To call him deadly was an understatement. Yet Eve seemed perfectly at ease with someone who could kill them all and sleep like a baby.

	Not that she blamed her. The man was gorgeous. His features were chiseled and harsh. As if the gods had wanted a perfect masculine specimen for this elite killing machine. Like cuddling up with a rabid lorina. A beautiful wild cat that could lick your hand one second, then rip your arm off the next.

	In direct violation of League protocol and rules, Eve pulled the opaque sunglasses from his face. Assassins wore them so that no one would be able to tell where they were looking, or who they were targeting.

	Dakari also had a feeling that they were required to wear them in order to look more intimidating, because without them, he appeared almost kind and good-spirited. 

	Indeed, he had a pair of eyes that were the clearest, most vibrant shade of cool steel . . . 

	Eyes that had haunted her since the last time she’d gazed into them.

	I’ll always protect you. Don’t worry, Dakaboo. I’ve got you.

	“Jinx?” Dakari choked on the name as it lodged itself in her throat. She was too afraid to speak it in case she was wrong and that somehow her eyes were deceiving her in the dim light.

	He nodded.

	A sob broke as she rushed forward to embrace the brother she’d assumed for all these years was dead. Just like the rest of their family. 

	How could he be alive?

	And an assassin?

	“Um, hate to break up the family reunion, but we’re not clear yet.”

	Jinx tightened his arms around her. “Tweedle’s right. We need to hurry.”

	Dakari slapped his arm as he let her go. “Damn you! Why didn’t you tell me you were alive? Why did you let me think you dead for all these years?”

	He gestured at the League uniform he wore. “You’ll be killed if they find out you survived. Or I will be.”

	Because assassins weren’t allowed any weaknesses. If the League ever learned of any, it was instantly removed. 

	Should an assassin become maimed or unable to fulfill his or her role, they were executed. Plain and simple. There was no such thing as a retired assassin. 

	Retirement for them meant death.

	They weren’t allowed any kind of attachment or family.  No friends.

	Agents of death, their jobs were to be soulless monsters sent out to terrify and intimidate everyone in the universe.

	She had no idea what they’d done to her brother to turn him into such a creature, and honestly, she didn’t want to know. She’d heard enough stories about their brutal training. Most assassins never survived to wear any uniform at all.

	Jinx had risen up through all their ranks . . .

	That took more than just luck. It took ruthless skill and unbelievable intelligence.

	Most of all, it took his soul.

	Tears filled her eyes as she glanced to the name on his uniform. “Shadowborne?”

	He swallowed hard. “I would never dishonor our parents by using their name for what I do. Tibon sent me to my death, but I was reborn in the shadows as the monster he only thinks he is.”

	Eve laughed bitterly. “Yeah, if payback’s a bitch and revenge is sweet, then I must be the sweetest bitch you’ll ever meet.”

	“Fuck that,” Jedi said. “Payback takes way too long. I’d rather beat the shit out of them myself as soon as they need it. I swear, karma’s a bitch asleep at the con, most of the time.”

	Jayne nodded. “Yeah, I got a long list of names karma’s missed.”

	Dakari more than understood their feelings. She’d like to lay hands on Tibon right now and hand deliver to him her own justice that was decades overdue. 

	But she didn’t want to think about him at the moment. Her real brother was much more important. “How did you survive?”

	“Piss and venom, little sister.” He winked at her. “Rule one. If you’re going to make an enemy of someone who used to love you and attack him in the middle of the night when his guard’s down, then you better make damn sure he doesn’t survive.” Jinx stroked her pale hair like he used to do when they kids. 

	“I don’t understand.”

	“You were the one and only thing that was keeping Tobin alive. So long as he kept you safe, I was willing to sit back and let karma have him. Now . . .” He kissed her on the forehead and gently handed her off to Eve. “You know what to do.”

	Eve nodded. “You stay safe, my shadow.”

	“Don’t worry. I know if I do something stupid, you’ll punish me by sending Jed in after me.”

	Jayne laughed.

	Jedi shook his head. “You only find it funny because your sister doesn’t make you go fetch her idiot when he’s doing something profoundly dangerous.”

	Jinx gave him a dry, annoyed glare. “Oh, for the number of times I have to whisper to myself . . . you’re not worth a death sentence.”

	Jedi laughed. “Love you, too, big guy.” Stepping forward, he hugged Jinx.

	Dakari didn’t miss the true affection they had for each other. Jinx was as much a part of their motley family as Jedi was.

	He clapped Jedi on the arm. “Take care of my ladies.”

	“Will do, Top Ass.”

	Eve returned the sunglasses to his hand, then kissed him. “Remember your promise.”

	“I won’t make you cry.”

	But the way they clung to each other brought tears to Dakari’s eyes. There was no missing how much they loved each other.

	Damn the League and Tobin for keeping them apart. The League would never let Jinx go and if anyone ever found out about Eve, they’d kill them both.

	For that matter, Jinx would be killed if they ever learned he’d helped her. Which was why he took a moment to scan outside the door and listen in on the others.

	As he started to leave, Dakari caught his arm. “Will I see you again?”

	He covered her hand with his and smiled, then glanced to Eve. “I’m always with you, Dakaboo I told you that. No one will ever hurt you on my watch.”

	Then he was gone so fast and silently that she could barely process it. Swallowed by the shadows he’d named himself after.

	“Remember, Jinx!” Eve called out in a low tone. “When I asked, ‘How stupid can you be?’ It wasn’t meant to be a personal challenge!”

	A low laugh answered them from the darkness. 

	“You better stay safe,” Eve growled.

	With a deep sigh, she offered Dakari a smile. “Come on, princess. Time to find you safe place to stay.”

	Yeah, but there was no such place for her. Not anymore. “They’ll be coming for me. It’s a League contract. They won’t rest until I’m dead.”

	“And that’s your brother at your back. He’ll make sure that you’re cleared.”

	Dakari stared in the direction where Jinx had vanished. “You really think so?”

	Eve nodded. “Your brother is just like me. How far will I go to protect what I love? All the way. Rain hell down on me and I will return it with interest. It’s what makes him so lethal at what he does.

	“And my sister,” Jayne added. “We don’t call her Eve of Rage for nothing.”

	Dakari scowled. “I thought she was known as Eve of Destruction.”

	Eve smirked. “You’re both wrong. I’m Eve of Shadow’s.”
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	inx paused as he saw his half-brother sitting at the desk that had once belonged to their father. No sooner had Tobin slaughtered Jinx’s parents and sold him off to the League thinking they’d massacre him before he hit puberty than Tobin had moved himself right in and taken over as if this was his right.

	How sickening could one man be? To destroy those who had never harmed him. Those who had loved and cared for him, given him any and everything he’d ever wanted. Even before he asked for it. 

	And for what? Pride? Greed?

	Stupidity?

	Jealousy?

	Jinx still didn’t understand what had caused his brother to snap and lash out at the entire family in such a hate-filled rage.

	Nine years older than Jinx, Tobin had thought himself their father’s key advisor and helper. With lies and subtle manipulation, he’d isolated their father from everyone around him, including his own wife, Jinx’s mother.

	Tobin’s worst fear had been that Jinx would one day replace him in his father’s heart, or that Jinx’s mother might break the spell he held over their father. That Jinx and Dakari might somehow take a cred from his greedy, slimy palm before he could spend all of their father’s money.

	And yet for all his greed and insistence that he was smarter than everyone else in the universe, including their father, within a year of their father’s death, Tobin had driven their once rich and thriving empire into bankruptcy. That was just how stupid and delusional Tobin had been about his “skills.” It wasn’t enough that he lied to everyone around him, he’d also lied to himself. Convinced himself that he could run their empire just as easily as their father had.

	Now Eufora was one of the poorest, rundown districts in the Nine Worlds. They were reliant on loans and charity from other governments just to function. And it was minimal functioning at that.

	Their father would weep to see the damage Tobin had wrought on his beloved empire. Perhaps it was best that he was dead, after all. 

	Too bad Tobin wasn’t man enough to kill himself and do them all a favor.

	As if anyone would ever miss so worthless a piece of shit.

	But then cowards never did anyone for favor, except themselves. 

	Useless from beginning to end. 

	Tobin’s “bright” answer for reinvigorating what he’d destroyed had been a rich, political marriage for Dakari to a man older than their father. His way of saving his ass, without having any regard for her or anyone else. Then when she’d refused to be his pawn, Tobin had put out a hit on her, thinking he could at least have the money from her life insurance.

	His second mistake.

	Funny how the ghosts of the past always came home to roost. We are all the architects of our own demise. His father’s favorite quote.

	Too bad Tobin hadn’t remembered that.

	His father had created his own death by spoiling a brat and praising him when he should have kicked Tobin in the ass and to the curb. Gereon Tievel should never have allowed Tobin to think or believe for one instant that he was something that he wasn’t. That he actually had a single functioning brain cell in his head. 

	Now . . .

	Jinx skirted past the bed where Tobin had a woman chained to it. Naked and alone for the moment, she lay with a pillow to her face so that she could muffle her sobs. Her back was covered with bruises and vicious handprints.

	Disgusted by his brother’s perversions, he wanted to free her, but better to leave her there so that no one could accuse her of his brother’s death. Not that it wouldn’t be justified.

	Still, the poor woman had obviously been punished enough at Tobin’s hands. She didn’t need to suffer because of his death that was too long overdue. 

	Silent as the shadows he’d named himself after, Jinx crept into the room where his brother sat alone in his infinite misery, drinking and imbibing the drugs that used to make their father have to bail him out of jail. 

	Dressed in a bathrobe that he’d pulled over his naked body, but hadn’t bothered to belt, Tobin looked exactly like the aged piece of miserable shit he was. His thinning hair had gone stark white and his face appeared much older than his years.

	Be careful what you court as your companion, my son, for you will one day wear it for all the world to see. The body rots from the inside out, and your sins will devour your soul. Eventually, those sins will find themselves on the surface and the lines on your face will mark all the evil you’ve done. People will see and know exactly who and what you really are.

	How weird that he’d only had a meager eleven years with his father and yet he remembered his wisdom so well. Meanwhile Tobin had been lucky enough to have him for twenty years and seemed to have forgotten everything.

	Maybe evil made people stupid as well as blind. 

	It certainly made them twisted. And Jinx couldn’t help but sneer as Tobin laughed at the video he’d taped of himself abusing the poor woman who was in his bedroom.

	I should have done this years ago.

	But an unsanctioned League hit against any political target could get him killed. 

	Then again, breathing while being a slave to the League could get him killed. 

	What good were his skills if he didn’t use them to take out the trash once in a while? Let them come for him if they must. 

	Let his defiance redeem him.

	“Is she dead yet?”

	Jinx froze as he realized Tobin was on his comm, talking to someone. 

	“They’re still hunting the little bitch. I swear, she has more lives than a lorina.” That was Jessel’s voice, Tobin’s half-sister. While Jinx and Tobin shared a father, Jessel and Tobin shared a mother. 

	He remembered the snotty bitch from their childhood. With frizzy brown hair and a hateful smirk that made everyone want to slap her within ten minutes of meeting her, she’d been born resentful. 

	For reasons no one had ever understood, Tobin’s mother used to send her to their home to visit with them any chance she could. Personally, he’d always thought it was to get back at his father and mother. 

	Surely there was no greater hell than being forced to tolerate Jessel’s whiny, incessant complaints and insults. 

	But like a fool, his father had allowed it. Jinx had never understood his father’s tolerance, and especially not his mother’s. But then Samara Tievel had been kind-hearted to the end, especially when it came to children. Both his parents had felt sorry for Jessel and Tobin. They’d thought them harmless and had wanted to help. To give them a better life.

	How had their kindness been repaid?

	Tobin had murdered them in front of the one son who had loved his father and worshiped his mother.

	That horrific memory had lived in Jinx’s heart every day of his life and every nightmare of his sleep. It was what had turned him into the monster the League craved and what gave him no mercy on anyone.

	I am the hell you fear. Pray to your god that they never release me. That had been the promise Jinx had made to himself every single minute of his League training. If I survive, I will pay my debt in full. 

	Today it came due.

	“Yeah, well, the League will get her, and she won’t be our problem anymore. While her insurance isn’t as high as the marriage would have been, it’ll be enough to make us happy.”

	“Good. I need a new pair of shoes.” Jessel laughed.

	Jinx saw red. 

	But he pushed his anger down. 

	This wasn’t about anger. It was payback.

	Besides, Jessel was close in age to Dakari. Genetically close, too . . .

	The rest could be forged, especially by a League high commander.

	Keep talking, bitch.

	And she did.

	With every second that passed, Jinx pressed his hand harder over his forearm. Beneath his sleeve was the tattoo he’d gotten long ago to remind himself that he’d been fighting every day of his life since he was a child.

	Not a Survivor.

	A Warrior.

	It wasn’t over when he lost. It was over when he died. 

	And that wasn’t today. So long as he lived, he would battle and may the gods help anyone who stood in front of him as an opponent. 

	Tobin disconnected his call with his sister and rose to his feet. Turning, he froze the instant he saw Jinx in the shadows. “Hope you got good news.”

	“I do.”

	Tobin let out a relieved breath. “She’s dead?”

	Jinx fought his urge to sneer. How pathetic that Dakari had been such a small child when last she’d seen him and yet she’d recognized him instantly. 

	He was the spitting image of his father and yet this bastard didn’t see the resemblance at all. 

	Maybe it was the drink or drugs. But Jinx wasn’t willing to be that kind. More like it was Tobin’s rank stupidity. Or simple lack of regard for anyone other than himself.

	Even the father he’d butchered in front of his eleven-year-old brother. Because no one mattered in the world, except Tobin and what Tobin wanted. Everyone else was expendable.

	“You know, Tobin, the Euforians have an old saying. The axe forgets what the tree remembers.”

	“What?”

	He shook his head. “Don’t remember that one, huh? Then about, nothing good will ever happen to those who break their oaths.” He pulled his sunglasses from his eyes. “Do you remember the oath you once made to me?”

	Tobin went pale as he finally realized who he was talking to. “Uh . . . um . . .”

	“You promised me that you would take care of Dakari. Nothing would happen to her. So long as you held that vow, I withheld my blade.” Jinx pulled out his sacred League seax. Every assassin had their one weapon of choice. 

	Their favorite means of execution.

	This long, black razor-sharp dagger was his.

	“You’re supposed to be dead!” Tobin tried to run, then tripped and fell.

	“And you were never supposed to rule my father’s empire. But this is the Ichidian universe, Tobin. Every life has a price.”

	Too bad Tobin’s was worthless.

	Without blinking or hesitating, Jinx ended his brother just as he’d been taught. Taught because Tobin had sold him to the League to be used as a target for assassins to practice their lethal skills on. The idea was to hand-feed them a child so that they could learn not to feel compassion.

	To kill indiscriminately, regardless of age or size. 

	They had failed their assignments.

	He had not. For that was the one rule of his species. Don’t die.

	I am not survivor.

	I’m a warrior.

	And tonight, the tree felled the axe, and Jinx kept his oath to his sister. 

	Dakari would be forever safe as soon as he paid Jessel a visit . . . 

	Family was all. Let them rain their hell down on him if they must. But it wouldn’t end well for them if they tried. For he was no longer a frightened little boy sold to the League to die. He was a well-honed killing machine who had no compassion for anyone dumb enough to come after him, or the tiny handful of people he cared about. 

	My silence isn’t weakness.

	It only means the beast inside me is asleep. Not dead. 
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	 think there’s something wrong with our neighbors.” Jamie stepped back from the window to frown at his mom. “Have you seen them?”

	“Just when the Thompsons moved in a few months ago and Teresa gave me her number.”

	“But not since, right?”

	With long blond hair and bright green eyes that matched his, his mom picked up his little sister’s backpack and set it on the table near him. “Teresa said that her husband’s an international antique dealer. He travels a lot and keeps weird hours whenever he works from home.”

	Jamie moved to sit down at the table to do his homework. “I’m telling you, Ma, there’s something really, really off about them.”

	“Stop reading all those horror novels and watching those creepy movies and TV shows. No more Stephen King. It’s all making you paranoid.”

	Maybe, but still . . .

	Jamie had a bad feeling that wouldn’t go away. Unsettled, he watched as his mom collected Matilda’s toys and sighed from exhaustion.

	It’d been hard for all of them over the last few months since his dad had been killed while off on a “business” trip.

	As Jamie opened his chemistry book, a motion outside caught his attention. Frowning, he slid out of his chair to get a closer look.

	He gaped at the sight of his neighbor carrying a strange-shaped baggie out of his detached garage and tossing it into the trunk of his car . . . which, now that he thought about it, was never parked in the garage. 

	Neither was Teresa’s.

	His neighbor struggled with the weight and odd shape of whatever was in that bag. 

	Was it a body?

	C’mon, dude. Don’t be stupid. It’s not a body.

	But Jamie had seen plenty of horror movies where they moved corpses, and that was what it looked like. It didn’t even bend right.

	Definitely rigamortis. 

	“James? What are you doing?”

	He pulled back to see his mom glaring at him. “Being my usual delusional self. You?”

	“Wondering what I got into while pregnant that caused your brain damage. Must have been those lead paint chips I craved.”

	“Ha, ha.” He returned to his homework, but as he tried to focus on chemistry, he couldn’t get his mind off what he’d just seen. 

	The way his neighbor had carried that bag . . .      

	It had to be a body. 

	Unable to concentrate, he got up to look outside again. The moment he did, he saw his neighbor’s wife, Teresa, with a huge white bucket that held some kind of thick red liquid she was spreading around the driveway.

	Red?

	Water?      

	Nah, man. It was too thick for water. Looked like blood. Diluted maybe, but definitely hemoglobin-like substance.

	He started to call for his mom, but the moment he opened his mouth, Teresa looked up and caught sight of him in the window. 

	Terrified and shaking, he quickly hit the deck on his belly.

	Oh God, she saw me!

	What was he going to do? I know what blood looks like. Even diluted. And that had been blood she’d been dumping. 

	Maybe she’s a taxidermist. 

	Yeah, right. 

	“Jamie?”

	He flinched at his sister’s call. Crawling across the floor, he didn’t get up until he was in the hallway. “What’cha need, Matty?”

	With honey-blond curls and bright blue eyes, his little sister stared up at him from the couch. “Can you come help me? I can’t get the TV on the right channel.”

	“Sure.” He moved toward her to check it out. The battery on the remote was low. 

	After changing it for her, he returned to the living room to put it on the kids channel she preferred, then froze as he heard the news.

	“Another body was found near Miller’s Pond. Mutilated. The headless remains were burned beyond recognition. At this time, the authorities are investigating every lead. So far, they’re at a loss over this horrific crime that appears to be related to a set of six murders over the last four months.”

	Jamie was frozen to the spot as he heard those words. 

	Six murders.

	Four months.

	“Give me that!” Matilda jerked the remote from his hand and changed channels.

	Sick to his stomach, Jamie bit his lip. Now that he thought about it, those murders had only started after the Thompsons had moved in. 

	Six months ago. Just a few weeks after his father had been killed outside of Memphis.

	Weird.

	It’s nothing, dumb ass. Get back to your chemistry.

	Yeah, but what if . . . 

	“Jamie?” 

	He turned at his mother’s irate tone that usually denoted one bad habit he had. “I put the seat down!”

	She growled at him. “It’s not the toilet seat. I just got a call from Teresa. Are you spying on her?”

	Well, yeah, but he wasn’t dumb enough to give her the truth with that tone of voice. “No.” 

	Hands on hips, she glared at him. “You better not be! She said she’s going to call the cops and report you for stalking if you do it again.”

	“‘Cause I was looking out the window of my house? Really? When did that become a crime?”

	“Don’t get smart with me, boy. Now do your homework.”

	Grousing under his breath, Jamie returned to his book, but not before he called his best friend.

	By the time he’d finished his assignment, Ed was at his back door with an evil grin on his nerdy little face. Barely five-foot-three, Ed wasn’t the most intimidating person on the planet, but he was one hell of an opponent on any science or math bowl team.

	“So, you think your neighbors are weird.”

	“Shh.” Jamie looked over his shoulder to make sure his mom wasn’t there before he pushed Ed out onto the back stoop. “Yeah. There’s something not right. You feel up to some snooping?”

	“Always. It’s what I do best. . . . Only time my compact body mass comes in handy.”

	Ignoring his mini-tirade, Jamie turned the back light off and crouched low as he made his way from the porch to the grass. Like a military assault squad, they headed across his back yard, toward the Thompson’s. 

	Halfway to the Thompson garage, Ed pulled back with a frown.

	“What?” Jamie whispered.

	Blanching, Ed held his hand up for him to see. “It’s blood.” He looked around. “The ground’s saturated with it.”

	Sick to his stomach, Jamie lifted his hands to see them stained red. Just like Ed’s. “Is it human?”

	“How would I know? Blood’s blood. And this is definitely blood.” Ed’s eyes widened. “You think they’re the serial killers the cops are looking for?”

	“I don’t know.”

	Biting his lip, Jamie moved toward the detached two-car garage to look for clues. It took several minutes to jimmy the lock. 

	As silent as the grave, he and Ed moved into the small building that was covered in plastic. 

	Like some serial killer’s lair.

	Ed stepped closer to him. “We need to get out of here and call the cops.”

	“Not without some evidence.”

	“Yeah, no, I’ve seen this movie. Nerdy white boy dies first. I’m out of here.”

	He grabbed Ed’s arm as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. “Hold on a minute.” 

	Jamie went to the workbench where someone had left a map of their small Mississippi town and a card case.

	A card case that held driver’s licenses.

	What the hell? 

	Opening it, Jamie saw men and women from all over the country. What kind of . . . 

	His thoughts scattered as he saw his dad’s license there.

	Why would they have his dad’s license? 

	Confused and terrified, Jamie looked back at the map that had his house and those of every family in town marked with a red highlighter.

	“Jamie,” Ed snarled between clenched teeth. “I hear something.”

	As they started back for the window, Jamie froze at the sight of a mirrored wall. 

	Footsteps moved closer.

	Ed ran for the window with Jamie one step behind him. They were both sweating and shaking by the time they were outside the garage. But as soon as their feet were on the ground, headlights lit up the entire yard.

	They were trapped. 

	If they tried to get back to Jamie’s house, they’d be seen for sure.

	With no other course of action, Jamie crouched under the open window and listened as the driver turned the car off and got out. Footsteps echoed as the driver walked into the garage.

	“Hey, hon?” Mr. Thompson called out. “Have you been messing in the garage again?”

	Lights came on in the house an instant before Teresa walked the short distance to the garage. “What now, Bob?”

	Ed ran for Jamie’s house while Jamie stayed behind. Rising slowly, he peeked in through the window to see the Thompsons standing in the center of their obvious kill zone.

	“Someone’s been flipping through my journal. Was that you?”

	“No. I haven’t been in here.” She walked over to the mirror.

	Jamie gasped at what he saw there.

	Oh shit! I knew it!

	He lifted his phone and quickly snapped a photo of her, then he did what Ed had done. He scampered across the lawn as fast as he could. Running into his house, he slammed the door and pulled down all the window blinds. 

	“Mom!”

	Ed met him in the living room where he was holding on to Matilda for everything he was worth. “I thought those things were myths made up by teachers and parents to scare us.”

	“What?” his mom asked. 

	Jamie swallowed as his mother stared at them as if they were crazy. His breathing ragged, he held his phone out to his mom. “We’ve got to call the cops!”

	“For what?”

	“Our neighbors, Ma!” He showed her the picture of them standing in front of the mirror . . . casting a reflection. “They’re humans . . . slayers. And they’re here to destroy our colony!”      
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Chapter 1

	S


	o you’re one of those badass League assassins, huh? You sure don’t look like much to me.”

	Unamused by the rodent who’d just risen to challenge him, Adron Quiakides paused his drink halfway to his lips. His blood rushed through his veins like lava as he narrowed his gaze on the beefy male in front of his booth that barely qualified as a human.

	Then again, that applied to pretty much everyone.

	Especially him.

	With a tired sigh, he raked a bored stare over the idiot. Adron’s elite military training allowed him to size the bastard up in a nanosecond. Dressed black on black because he thought it made him look tougher, the stupid fuck wore an abundance of weapons in plain sight—which meant he didn’t know how to use any of them properly. 

	Obviously, he was hoping the sheer number alone would deter anyone from messing with him.

	Fucking amateur.

	Even more offensive than the weapons, his clothes were two sizes too small, in order to show off his engorged muscles that were out of proportion to the rest of him, no doubt from heavy steroid abuse. He stood with his hip cocked, blustering and preening for a group of like-minded “friends” who were laughing at his inflated braggadocio.

	Bully. Trash. 

	Free assassin too incompetent in his trade to pay his own bills.

	He probably lived off a girlfriend or boyfriend he knocked around whenever his ‘roid rage became more than he could handle.

	In short, he wasn’t worth the cost of a blaster charge to eliminate him from the gene pool. Lucky day for him because in the past, Adron wouldn’t have hesitated to perform that public service.

	So rather than rise to the anger, Adron sighed and knocked back his drink with one gulp, then poured himself another. “You have three seconds to evaporate or I’m going to spray your brain matter all over your crew behind you.”

	The man laughed as he sneered at Adron’s black silver-tipped cane resting against the table. “You’re a pathetic cripple. What can you do besides get drunk and glower? I’m surprised they even let something like you in here with the rest of us.” He turned toward his friends so that he could continue to mock Adron’s condition. “Help me. Help me. I’m so scared. Please don’t hurt me, League Assassin!” That was a falsetto that made Adron wonder what elevator door had trapped the man’s genitals. “Look, I’m crying like the little bitch I raped last night.”

	And that quashed his mellow instantly as it was the one thing he had no tolerance for. With his fury rising, Adron felt that old familiar cold seize him. 

	Without hesitation, he kicked the table over, knocking the man back. Even though his body screamed out in agony, protesting against his movements, he rose, yanked one of the blasters from the bastard’s belt, and aimed it between his eyes.

	One shot. 

	One kill.

	That was the assassin’s creed he’d been taught, and true to his training and the promise he’d given the stupid fuck, he dispatched one more piece of vermin out of this plane of existence.

	Too bad he hadn’t done it one day sooner before the trash had found his last victim.

	Screams erupted as several patrons ducked for cover or ran for the door. Others merely looked on in curiosity of the kill. Typical Crona behavior.

	Fuck it.

	Completely numb to it all and the glorious mess that man’s brains had made as they’d sprayed all over his companions, Adron chucked the blaster at the man’s body, then calmly retook his seat and adjusted his black coat around him.

	Edsel, the club’s owner, came forward with a heavy sigh as he looked over the splintered corpse. He picked up the cane from the floor where it’d fallen during the chaos and handed it to Adron. “I would ask what happened, but I got a pretty good idea. He spoke and you shot.” He returned the table to its previous position. “Why anyone with even a single brain cell approaches you is beyond me. Not like you don’t telegraph to the entire universe that you’re only one step this side of crazy—” He screwed his face up and shook his head. “Never mind. Other side of crazy, looking for someone to kill and alleviate your boredom.” 

	He glanced back at the body. “Then again, he has no brains at all . . . now. Impressive shot, by the way.”

	Not really. From that distance, even his sister could have made the kill.

	Adron held out his card to pay for the mess but didn’t speak. He didn’t like wasting breath, and Edsel knew the card meant he’d cover all damages and buy drinks for anyone disgruntled over the bloodshed. Not to mention, that it seriously hurt to talk. So, he’d learned to keep his comments to the bare minimum when dealing with others.

	Edsel took the card and kept bitching. 

	After a few more seconds of wiping up blood, he held the card up between his fingers. “You know, this is the only reason why I tolerate your sorry ass in here, by the way—’cause you always make good on the bloodshed, unlike the other drunken dicks who come in here brawling. Though why every other day some asshole has to challenge you, I’ll never understand. Stupid dregs. If they can’t tell you’re lethal, they’re too dumb to live. Hell, I consider this a public service. You probably do, too.” Edsel stepped back as a waitress brought another bottle of Tondarion Fire and set it down in front of Adron.

	Edsel motioned to the patrons who were staring at them. “Go on, everyone. Just a little misunderstanding. The fireworks are over. You’re all safe now.” Then added under his breath, “as long as you don’t screw with a pissed-off League assassin. Idiots.”

	Former assassin.

	How everyone kept missing that, he had no idea.

	Edsel motioned for his security to come over. “Guys, get this cleaned up. I don’t want see it, and I know no one else does either.” Then louder, he spoke to the crowd again. “Free drinks for anyone who has brain matter on their body or clothes. Sorry for the frayed nerves and inconvenience. What can I say? This is an exciting place.”

	He turned to Adron. “I’d ask if you have a warrant for that killing, but I don’t want to be lying next to him on the floor. Don’t worry. Any authorities come in, I’ll tell them the killer ran for the door after the shooting.” Edsel glanced to the cronies who still hadn’t moved or blinked. “And I know they won’t say a word. Two of them pissed themselves.”

	Adron scoffed as he knocked back another drink. He ran from nothing and no one, which was exactly why he was here tonight. 

	In this broken condition.

	Damn fucking bastards. May they all rot in hell.

	Edsel and the others faded into the crowd.

	Furious and still wanting blood, Adron narrowed his gaze on the dead man’s friends who were no longer laughing. Their faces pale, they tried to come to terms with what had happened and the speed with which Adron had eradicated their sick compatriot. By the light in their eyes, he could tell they had thoughts of avenging their running buddy, but their common sense prevailed, and one by one they walked over to the bar to claim their free drinks.

	The waitress cast one last terrified glance at him, then scurried off to what she perceived as a safe distance. 

	Adron was bitterly amused. Once upon another life, he could have tracked her to the farthest corners of infinity and killed her faster than she could gasp.

	There would have been no place she could have hidden that he wouldn’t have found her.

	But those days were gone forever.

	Because I was a stupid asshole.

	Unwilling to argue with himself, Adron poured himself another drink and savored this one a little slower than its predecessors. His pleasures in life were minimal now, and consuming buckets full of the yellow-orange liquid gave him the solace his battered soul craved.

	‘Cause tonight, more than ever before, his memories hurt.

	He glanced at his link, noted the universal time, and winced. This very hour marked the eighth anniversary of the night he’d made the “noble” decision he would spend the rest of his life paying for.

	Titana tu.

	But in the end, the only one who’d been really screwed was him.

	Adron gripped the bottle tight in his right hand, unable to believe it’d been so long since he’d last walked without a pronounced limp. Moved without pain. Spoken without his throat aching from the effort of it.

	Eight years since he’d experienced any comfort or peace whatsoever.

	He’d lain in bed for hours trying to sleep. Trying to forget, and finally he’d realized the only way to silence his demons was to drown them with enough Tondarion Fire that he should be in a legal coma by now.

	God, why am I still alert and not under the table?

	Because God had forsaken him.

	Provided the bastard had ever lived to begin with.

	Forgetting the glass and the manners his mother had drilled into him, he tipped the large bottle to his lips and let the fire pour down his ravaged throat.

	“Hey, baby . . .” An attractive redhead sauntered over to him and propped a thin hip against his leg. “You want some company?”

	He tried to wave her away, but she didn’t take the hint. 

	Angry over her insistent stupidity, he cleared his throat and braced himself for the pain of speaking. “I have company.” His deep raspy voice grated on his ears. “Me, myself, and I.”

	She raked a hungry look over his body, then leaned in closer to show him her ample breasts. “Well, there’s enough of me to make all three of you happy.”

	There had been a time, once, when he wouldn’t have hesitated to take her up on that offer.

	When there had been enough of him to wear her out and leave her begging him for mercy.

	But then life was nothing if not ever-changing, and usually it altered on the hairpin of a second. He knew that better than anyone, because in one single heartbeat and with one ridiculously stupid as shit decision, his entire life had gone straight to hell. And dragged him with it.

	She licked her lips. “C’mon, handsome, buy me a drink.”

	Adron glared at her. She wasn’t the first woman to proposition him tonight. And in truth it mystified him that any woman would bother, given the vicious scars on his face. But then, the women in The Golden Crona weren’t all that discriminating, especially not when they sensed money.

	He was living proof that women would still screw anything. 

	Even a revolting, twisted monster who could barely move.

	“Sorry. None of us are interested.”

	She sighed dramatically. “Well, if any of you change your mind, let me know.” With one last wistful look at him, she drifted back into the human and alien crowd that packed the bar.

	Adron shifted uncomfortably in his seat as a bone-deep pain shot through his left leg. Clenching his teeth, he growled low in his throat.

	One would think the amount of painkillers he lived on, especially when combined with the alcohol he’d consumed in record time, would squelch any amount of ache . . . or kill him. 

	But it barely numbed his physical hell.

	And it did nothing for the burning agony in his heart.

	“Damn it all,” he snarled under his breath, and then he threw his head back and finished off his drink.

	He grabbed a passing blue-fleshed waitress and held the bottle up with two fingers to let her know he wanted more.

	A lot more.

	As he waited for her to return, he saw another woman headed his way. The fierce glare he narrowed on her, sent her fleeing in the opposite direction.

	He was through playing around. Tonight, he intended to get fully flagged, and he pitied the next fool stupid enough to approach him.

	Unless they came loaded with more alcohol. Maybe then he might spare their life.

	 

	They were after her! 

	Livia typpa Vista could hear the sounds of their feet on the pavement behind her. They were gaining ground now. She didn’t know how much longer she’d have before they captured her and dragged her back. But then, she’d lived the whole of her life in protective custody. More hostage than princess.

	And she was not going to marry Clypper Thoran in two weeks. Not even if he were the last male in the universe.

	“You will do as you are told, and you will not question me. Ever.”

	She winced at her father’s imperious command. High Eminence he might be, but she, not her older brother, had inherited his stubbornness. 

	No matter the cost, she refused to marry a Territorial Governor sixteen years her father’s senior. The very thought made her flesh crawl.

	Since Clypper had demanded a virgin for his bride, she knew a way to thwart them both.

	After tonight, she’d be a virgin no more.

	Tomorrow, her father would kill her for it. But better to die than to be married to a cruel, goat-faced ancient who groped her with cold hands every time he got near her. That will not be my future. The one thing she had control over was her body, and as of tonight, she was taking charge of it.

	As the cold rain poured over her, Livia stared at the sign above her head. The Golden Crona. Her maid, Krista, had told her about the club. Inside, it held all manner of heroes and villains, and though she would rather surrender her virginity to a hero, she honestly didn’t care. So long as he was passably attractive and gentle, he’d be good enough for the night.

	Gathering her courage, she opened the door and stopped dead in her tracks.

	Never had she seen anything like this. A sea of aliens and humans danced and bobbed through the smoky bar that smelled of sweat from many species and of cheap alcohol. The obnoxious music was so loud, it made her ears throb.

	A big, orange reptilian male gave her a frown as she hesitated in the doorway.

	“In or out,” he snarled. “Make a choice quick. I ain’t got all night and it’s cold outside.”

	She took a deep breath to fortify her courage. 

	That, and she mentally conjured an image of Clypper’s fat jowls and beady, lust-filled eyes. Shuddering, she stepped inside and let the door pulse closed behind her.

	The reptile man blocked her from entering. “Twenty-five credits.”

	What was he talking about? 

	“Excuse me?”

	“Twenty-five credits. You pay or I toss you out on your ass.”

	Livia arched a brow at him. It was on the tip of her tongue to put him in his place, but then she remembered he had no idea who she was. And she must keep it that way.

	If anyone learned she was a Vistan princess, she’d be sent back to the hotel where they were staying, and her father would beat her just for having left without proper escorts and chaperones. For that matter, he’d beat her for being in public dressed like she was.

	Not to mention the fact that her time was short. She had to find a man before someone missed her and started a search. Pulling out the money that she’d stolen from her brother, she paid the fee.

	The alien put an iridescent mark on her hand before he allowed her access to the bar.

	Her heart pounding in fear, dread, and a dash of excitement, she surveyed the large room full of people. “It’s time to find him.”

	Livia walked through the crowd and flinched as several unwashed humans eyed her with interest. They definitely weren’t any better than Clypper.

	So, she quickly amended her list of qualifications to include a man who bathed.

	A tall, dark human male smiled at her, displaying a set of black teeth. Okay, she would also add one who knew how to use a toothbrush.

	As she crossed the room, she saw a brunette at the bar who looked like a hopeful prospect. She headed for him. But as soon as she drew near enough to see his face clearly, she froze.

	It was her father’s personal runner.

	No!

	If she knew how to curse, she would definitely curse at her luck.

	Just don’t let him see me.

	Falling back into the crowd, Livia kept an eye on him while trying to scan the beings around her for her target. Surely, there was someone here who could . . .

	A commotion in the entrance caught her attention.

	Livia turned to look.

	No! She panicked at the sight of her father’s royal guard swarming into the bar. 

	Immediately, the gray-clad soldiers began questioning patrons as they spread out to cover as much of the bar as they could.

	Fear tore through her. For them to be here in force and that grim meant Krista had volunteered her location, and no doubt her intent as well. She groaned at the very thought.

	Father’s going to kill me.

	How could Krista betray her? Her maid had been so helpful in the planning and execution of her escape.

	But then for some unknown reason, Krista lived in fear of Livia’s father, and one scowl from him would have easily caused her maid to tell everything.

	Right down to the grittiest of details.

	She cringed at the thought of her father’s reaction. But at least Krista, unlike her, would be spared his outrage. Krista was protected by their laws. Only a male of her own family could punish her, and since Krista had no living male relative . . .

	Livia was not so fortunate, and there was no telling what her father would do to her for this.

	Chastity was one of the highest virtues any woman could possess on her world. In fact, men and women were allowed to mix only during meals, at chaste royal functions, and when married couples performed conjugal duties. For a woman to seek out a man not related to her was strictly forbidden.

	And punished severely.

	Publicly.

	She shook the fear away. She’d known the consequences before she set out. Either way, she was going to pay for her indiscretion, and if she had to pay, then she was going to make sure she completed the deed.

	Clenching her teeth, she scanned the room for a hiding place. At the back of the club were a line of booths. 

	She headed for them.

	Unfortunately, all of them were occupied.

	Drat!

	“Hey, babe.” A rough-looking man stopped her as she tried to move past him. “You want some company?”

	She considered it until he reached out and roughly grabbed her arm. He pulled her toward him, his hand biting fiercely into the flesh of her upper arm. “C’mon.” He gave her a slick smile as he roughly ran his hand though her wet hair. “What say you and me head to the back?”

	She jerked away from him before he hurt her any more. “No, thank you.” Turning, she saw the guards heading her way as they skimmed the crowd.

	Her heart hammering, she ran to the last booth and sat on the empty bench before the guard saw her.

	“What the hell are you doing?”

	She shifted her gaze from the guard to the man who sat across from her. Livia’s breath caught in her throat as her gaze focused on his face.

	Oh . . .

	My . . .

	He was more than passable.

	In fact, she’d never in her life seen a man so incredibly handsome. His features were sharp and aristocratically boned. His dark-blond eyebrows arched finely over the most piercingly blue eyes she’d ever seen.

	Dressed all in black, he had long white-blond hair tied back into a neat queue. Clean-shaven and washed, he was gorgeous. An air of refinement and power clung to him.

	But his eyes were cold while he watched her. Guarded. They warned her that he was lethal in nature. And by the set of his jaw, she could tell he didn’t want company.

	He tugged at the black gloves over his hands as he eyed her with malice.

	She should get up and leave, especially since he had a fierce scar that ran across his cheekbone to his hairline and then down along his jaw. It looked like someone had intentionally carved it there, which made her wonder just what kind of man he was.

	What had he done to deserve such a wound?

	Biting her lip in indecision, she glanced back to the guard who was steadily headed this way.

	What should she do?

	Adron arched a brow at the woman, who had yet to leave him.

	He was drunk, but not so drunk that he didn’t realize the wet little mouse sitting across from him didn’t belong in this dive. He could smell the innocence on her.

	And it turned his stomach.

	Her dark-brown hair was loose, spilling over her thin shoulders in waves.

	She had large, angelic eyes. Green eyes that had no past haunting her. They were completely guileless and honest.

	A shiver ran over him. Who in this day and age had eyes like that? And what right did she have looking at him with them?

	“I’m hiding from someone,” she confided. “Do you mind?”

	“Hell, yes, I mind.” He gestured to the door with his bottle. “Leave.”

	Livia frowned at the stranger. His angry tone set her back, and if it weren’t for the fact that one of the guards was scanning the booths, she would have left.

	Think of something. Because if she didn’t, she was sunk.

	The guard stopped two booths up and held out a small palm frame she knew had to contain her royal portrait to the aliens sitting in it. “Have you seen this woman?”

	With her plan in ruins, she knew of only one way to thwart her father. She got up from her seat and sat next to the stranger.

	He scowled at her.

	Before he could say anything, Livia leaned forward and kissed him.

	Adron sat in stunned silence as she placed her tightly closed lips over his. It was the most chaste kiss a woman not related to him had ever given him.

	By the way she held his head in her hands, he could tell she thought this was the way a kiss should be given.

	But worse than the innocence he tasted—he hadn’t kissed a woman in over eight years, and the feel of those plump, full lips on his was more than his drunk mind could handle.

	And her smell . . .

	Gods, how he’d missed the sweet, intoxicating smell of a woman. The warmth of a body pressed up against him. The feeling of a gentle hand on his flesh . . .

	Closing his eyes, he let go of the bottle and cupped her face in his hands as he took control of the situation.

	Livia trembled as he opened her lips and slid his tongue into her mouth. She’d seen people kiss like this in plays and movies, but no one had ever dared such insolence with her before.

	She tasted the sweet, fragrant alcohol on his tongue, smelled the warm, clean scent of him as he ran his hands over her back and held her so gently that it made her shiver.

	Her body burned from his gentle kiss. He’s definitely the one. This was the man she would give her virginity to. A man with tormented blue eyes and a tender touch. A man who made her breathless and weak, and at the same time hot and strangely powerful.

	In his arms, she truly felt as if she had control of her life. Her body.

	And she liked it.

	Adron had never tasted anything better than her mouth. He felt her inexperience as she hesitantly met his tongue with hers. His body roared to life with a long-forgotten heat that demanded more than just her lips. The fact that she could arouse him through his pain . . .

	That in and of itself was a miracle.

	No, it was heaven and he’d lived in hell for so long that he’d forgotten the taste and feel of it.

	“Excuse me,” a man said as he stopped in front of them. “Have you seen this—”

	Adron broke away from the kiss only long enough to pass a lethal glower at the newcomer. “Go away or die.”

	Fear flickered across the man’s eyes. It was a look Adron was used to.

	Without another word, the man left them.

	Adron returned to her lips.

	Livia moaned as he deepened his kiss. The guards and her fear forgotten, she sighed in pleasure. Foreign emotions tore through her as he buried his lips against her neck and sent white-hot chills through her. His arms tightened around her waist as her breasts swelled.

	What was this deep-seated throbbing she felt?

	This unbearable ache?

	He made her light-headed and breathless. And she wanted him desperately.

	“Would you make love to me?”

	Adron pulled back in surprise. Had he been sober, he would have sent her away, but there was something about her that called out to him in a way he’d long forgotten.

	It’d been an eternity since he last slept with a woman. Years of bitter, aching loneliness and pain.

	And here she was offering herself to him.

	Send her away.

	But for once he didn’t. Instead, he found himself getting up from the booth and leading her through the crowd.

	Livia didn’t know where they were going, but she made sure none of the guards saw her as they left the bar. In the back of her mind, she was terrified. She didn’t know anything about this man.

	Not even his name.

	Never in her life had she done anything so compulsively foolish. And yet she instinctively knew he wouldn’t hurt her. There was pain in his icy blue eyes, but not cruelty.

	Even so, had she not been so desperate, she would never have done this. Not even for him.

	He kept a possessive arm draped over her shoulders. And he walked by leaning heavily on a silver-tipped cane.

	She wanted to ask him what had happened to his face and leg, but didn’t dare lest it cause him to reconsider, which would spell the end for her.

	He led her outside the club, to a transport.

	After they got in, it took them to a high-end apartment building that wasn’t all that far from her hotel. At least that would make it easier for her to get home once this was over with.

	Livia relaxed a tiny bit as they entered the grand lobby. Thank goodness she wouldn’t be taken in a dark, filthy backroom somewhere.

	That had been her fear.

	Krista had prepped her well on what to expect. Right down to an estimation of how long a man would take before he let her go.

	Taking a deep breath for courage, Livia figured she’d be back in her hotel room by midnight. There would be questioning, and eventually her father would learn the truth.

	God have mercy on her, then.

	But she’d made her decision, and once her mind was set on something, that was it. She would not be swayed.

	Without a word to each other, they took a lift to the top floor.

	Once it opened, he led her into an opulent apartment that was almost the size of her palace wing, which was huge. And as soon as he closed the door, he pulled her into his arms.

	This time his kiss was fierce. Demanding. And it stole her breath as he pressed her back against the wall.

	Her head swam at the powerful feel of his hands roaming over her.

	What are you doing? You can’t go through with this. You don’t even know him.

	Shut up, conscience. She had no time or patience for it. This had to be done.

	It was her life, and she was going to claim it. No one would tell her what to do with her body again. And she wouldn’t allow her first time to be with an old man who made her skin crawl.

	With that thought in mind, she started unbuttoning his shirt.

	Adron sucked his breath in sharply at the feel of her hand against his bare chest. Her touch seared him. He could only vaguely recall someone other than doctors, nurses, or therapists touching his flesh.

	To her credit, she didn’t cringe or comment about the multitude of scars that bisected his body. She didn’t even seem to notice them.

	That was why he hadn’t been with a woman since that long-ago night. He hadn’t wanted to explain the scars. To recount where they’d come from and relive the horror and agony of it.

	To have to face his lover in the early-morning light where they stood out against his skin like nauseating beacons. He was thoroughly repulsive, and he knew it. He didn’t need to see his own disgust mirrored in the eyes of someone who regretted touching him.

	Perhaps that was why he’d chosen a stranger tonight. He owed her no explanation. Owed her nothing at all.

	He never wanted to see pity or repugnance on another woman’s face when she looked at him. If he lived forever, he’d never forget the sight of his ex-wife when she saw him in the hospital right after he’d been wounded. 

	My God, they turned you into a freak. You’re disgusting!

	But there was nothing in her pale green eyes except curiosity and hunger. She didn’t seem to judge him in any way, and that he needed more than anything.

	Livia bit her lip as she ran her hand over the taut muscles of his stomach and chest. She’d never seen a man’s bare chest before, at least nowhere other than in movies and reals.

	Fascinated by it, she ran her hands over the smooth, tawny skin that was stretched tight over hard, steely muscles. Like velvet over steel. The contrast amazed her, and she had a strange urge to place her mouth on his skin to taste it. Her cheeks warmed over that thought.

	How extremely inappropriate . . .

	“You feel so wonderful,” she breathed.

	Adron pulled back to look down at her. There was a peculiar note of awe in her voice, a gentle hesitancy in her touch. And in that instant, a feeling of cold dread consumed him.

	He was drunk, but he wasn’t that drunk. “You’re a virgin.”

	Her face turned bright red.

	“Shit!” he snarled as he stepped away from her.

	His hard cock ached and his entire body burned. Leave it to him to find the only virgin he was sure had ever set foot inside The Golden Crona.

	Gripping his cane, he limped his way to the bar and poured another drink. But the watered-down alcohol did nothing for him except piss him off more.

	Suddenly, she was behind him, leaning up against his back as her slender arms surrounded his waist.

	He shook all over from the gesture, from the feel of her small breasts against his spine as she laid her head on his back. And in that moment, he was lost to her.

	Damn it to hell.

	She stood up on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear. Her breath scorched him and sent chills skimming over his entire body. “I want you to make love to me.”

	“Are you insane?” He turned to look at her.

	She shook her head. “I want to give my virginity away. I don’t want it taken from me.”

	“Taken by whom?”

	She dropped her gaze. “Fine. If you don’t want me, I’ll go find someone who does.”

	A strange wave of jealousy stung him as he thought of someone else inside her.

	What do you care?

	And yet for some unknown, stupid reason, he did. He didn’t want someone else taking what she’d offered him. The thought of another man . . .

	It called out the assassin in him and made him want to kill anyone who even looked at her.

	He caught her hand as she moved away from him. “What’s your name?”

	“Livia.”

	“Livia,” he repeated. It suited her and those guileless sea-green eyes that stung him soul deep. “Why would you give yourself away so cheaply to something like me?”

	Livia paused as she saw the self-loathing in his icy eyes. He hated himself. It was so obvious, and she wondered why. “Because you seem nice.”

	He laughed bitterly at her answer. “I’m not nice. There’s nothing nice about me.”

	That wasn’t true. He had yet to be mean to her. He was hurting, she knew that. And it made him snappish.

	But it didn’t make him cruel.

	“I need to go,” she said quietly, regretting that he wouldn’t be the one after all. “There’s not much time before I have to return, and I have to take care of this by the morning.”

	“Why?”

	She bit her lip as she felt her face flush again. In the morning, she’d be inspected by Clypper’s doctors. If she didn’t find a man tonight, she was doomed and bound for the altar at ten A.M.

	“I just do.” She let her gaze wander over his lush body. He had broad shoulders and a lean, firmly muscled frame. His white hair contrasted sharply to the black he wore.

	He was gorgeous.

	But he didn’t want her. So be it . . .

	Adron saw the steely determination in her eyes. She was going to find herself another man to sleep with. He knew it.

	He should let her, and yet . . .

	Why not me? Don’t I deserve something after all I’ve been through?

	One tiny, fucking moment of happiness?

	Ever since he’d lost his agility, he’d avoided women. He’d been afraid of embarrassing himself with his stiff clumsiness and pain. But Livia would have no one to compare him to. She wouldn’t know if he completely sucked in bed.

	Adron gripped his cane. He remembered a time when he could have scooped her up in his arms and run with her to his room. A time when he could have made love to her flawlessly for hours and left her begging him to stay.

	But those days were lost to him forever, and he was trapped inside this broken body.

	One night . . .

	Was that really too much to ask?

	“My bedroom is this way.” He grabbed a bottle of light alcohol and headed down the hallway.

	Livia hesitated as she realized he was inviting her to join him after all.

	Excited and terrified, she followed him down the elegant marble hallway and into a room at the end of it. The master bedroom was every bit as large as her own. A king-sized bed was set against the far wall, looking out over the city below them where the lights twinkled like fallen stars.

	He set his bottle down on the nightstand, then moved to a chair by the bed. His features stern, he sat down slowly. Pain made his jaw rigid as he bent his leg and moved to take off his boots.

	She wanted to know what had happened to him but didn’t dare ask for fear of making him angry again.

	So, she went to him and took his foot in her hand.

	He looked up at her, his eyes startled as she pulled the boot free.

	“You know, I’ve never done anything like this before,” she whispered.

	“Seeing that you’re a virgin, I would think not.”

	Licking her suddenly dry lips, she removed his other boot.

	Adron could feel her nervousness, her uncertainty, and he wanted to soothe her. “I won’t hurt you, Livia. I promise.”

	She smiled a smile that wrenched his gut. How he wished he’d met her before that fateful night. Then he could have been the lover she deserved. He would have been able to take her all night. Slowly. Teasingly.

	He had no idea what he’d be like now. But he would try to pleasure her. Do his damnedest to make sure her first time was at least a decent memory.

	His groin tight, he pushed himself up and moved slowly to the bed. He sat on the edge and leaned his cane against the wall where he could get to it in the morning.

	Before he knew what she intended, she sat in his lap and kissed him.

	Adron inhaled the sweetness of her breath as he ran his hands over her back. He’d never expected a virgin to be so bold. And she was a quick learner. She deepened her kiss and teased his tongue with hers.

	Oh yeah, this could be fun.

	He unbuttoned her shirt to expose her lacy bra. She moaned as he ran his hand over the satin-covered breasts and squeezed them gently in his hands. Gah, how he’d missed the way a woman felt in his arms. He was all but drooling at the thought of tasting her breasts.

	Livia shook all over at the foreign throb between her legs. And when he released the catch behind her back and her bra fell open, she shivered.

	No man had ever seen her naked before, and it took all her courage not to run away.

	He stared at her bare breasts as he ran his hands over the taut peaks. He traced slow, simmering circles around her, sending chills all over her body.

	“You are so beautiful,” he breathed. Then he dipped his head down and took her breast into his mouth.

	Livia sucked her breath in sharply as his tongue swirled around her flesh, teasing, licking. Never had she felt anything like it. With every lick, her stomach fluttered.

	She leaned forward, cradling his head in her hands. Her body was on fire. He trailed his hands over her bare back, down her hips, and when he cupped her between her legs she groaned.

	He looked up at her, his eyes dazed and hungry as he breathed raggedly.

	He rolled her over, onto the mattress, and shut the curtains, then turned the lights off with a control he had on the nightstand. She heard him remove the rest of his clothes in the darkness, but she couldn’t see anything at all.

	Adron ached to see her naked, but he didn’t want any light whatsoever for her to see his damaged body. She might change her mind if she realized what an ugly monster he was.

	His cock hot and heavy for her, he unfastened the stiff, prickly brace on his left leg and let it fall to the floor. Next, he removed the one on his hand and arm.

	Then, slowly, carefully, he pulled her clothes from her.

	He ran his hand over her smooth, hot skin, delighting in her murmurs of pleasure. He’d never taken a virgin before, and the knowledge that he was her first lover added even more excitement to the moment.

	No man had ever touched her.

	No one, but him.

	Even with his wings broken and clipped, he soared at that knowledge.

	Livia moaned as he covered her with his long, hot body. She’d never felt anything like all that lean, hard strength spread out evenly against her bare flesh.

	He kissed her fiercely as he separated her thighs with his knee. Then he pressed his thigh against the center of her body, the hairs on his leg teasing her intimately.

	She ran her hand over his back, feeling the rugged terrain of scars, muscle, and skin.

	“My name is Adron,” he whispered a second before he traced the outline of her ear with his tongue.

	“Adron,” she repeated, testing the syllables. It was a strong name that suited him.

	He stroked her with his thigh, his tongue, and his hands. Arching her back, Livia welcomed his touch. It was so wickedly erotic to feel him all over and yet see nothing of him. It was like a vivid and yet surreal dream.

	Reaching up, she freed his hair and let it fall around his face, then buried her hands in the silken strands of it. He leaned down and placed his lips in the crook of her arm where he suckled her flesh.

	Adron swallowed as he pulled back, wanting desperately to see her face. Instead, he lifted his hand to trace the contours of it. He could feel the tiny cleft in her chin, imagine the small oval face overwhelmed by large green eyes that tugged at a heart he’d thought was dead.

	She was breathtaking. And for tonight, she was his.

	All his.

	Closing his eyes, he moved himself down her body, then cursed as a wave of fierce pain lanced up his leg and across his back.

	She tensed beneath him. “What’s wrong?”

	Adron couldn’t answer. The pain in his leg was so intense that it instantly quelled his desire.

	He rolled over onto his back and struggled to breathe.

	“Adron?”

	The concern in her voice ate at him. Gah, he was a pathetic waste of humanity.

	“My leg,” he said between clenched teeth. “I need the painkillers on my nightstand.”

	“Which leg?”

	“Damn it, get my medicine.”

	“Which leg!” she insisted.

	He groaned out loud, hating himself for the fact he couldn’t keep it in. But the pain was just too much. “The left one.”

	She took his knee into her hands.

	He cursed as even more pain tore through him. “Stop!” he snarled.

	“Just relax . . .” She massaged the joint.

	A strange warmth came from her hands, seeping deep into his skin. He frowned as the ache began to diminish.

	Then suddenly, it was gone entirely.

	For a full minute he lay there, tense, waiting for it to return.

	It didn’t.

	In fact, nothing hurt. Not his chest, not his arm, not his knee. Nothing.

	“What did you do?”

	She placed her hand against his chest. “It’s only temporary. But for a few hours, it won’t bother you at all.”

	Adron couldn’t believe it. He’d learned to live in a state of constant, unrelenting pain. Physical agony so severe that he couldn’t sleep for more than a couple of hours at a time.

	Until now.

	The absence of it was unbelievable. His heart swelled with joy. He was free. Even if it was only temporary, he still had a moment to remember what he’d been like before his body had been cruelly, vengefully taken from him.

	And it was all because of her.

	He pulled her into his arms and kissed her precious lips.

	Livia felt his heart pounding under her hand, and she heard the laughter in his voice. “Thank you.”

	She smiled. Until he moved down her body with his kisses. She moaned as fierce pleasure tore through her. His hands and mouth felt incredible against her bare skin.

	This was so much more than she’d expected. Krista had told her that a man who didn’t know her would be quick with the deed, then let her leave.

	But Adron was taking his time. He seemed to actually savor her body.

	It was as if he were really making love to her. And she wondered, if he was this tender with a stranger, how much more so would he be if they actually knew each other? If he actually cared for her?

	But tonight was all they’d ever know. When it was over, she’d leave, and this moment would be nothing more than a treasured memory she’d carry with her the rest of her life, which would probably be really short once her father found out what she’d done.

	That was tomorrow.

	Tonight, there was just the two of them.

	And she would revel in it.

	Adron drank in the smell and taste of her skin as he nibbled the bare flesh of her hip. Her taste was addictive, and her smell . . .

	He could breathe in the sweet floral scent forever.

	Her soft hands caressed his hair and neck in a way that made him burn. He’d never thought to have another night like this.

	A night with no demons. No memories.

	She engulfed him, and he gladly surrendered himself to her.

	She was his angel of mercy, delivering him from his sins and darkness. Delivering him from his loneliness and solitude. He would treasure this peaceful moment for the rest of his life. It would warm him and keep him company when his body returned to being hateful.

	His heart tender for her, he spread her legs and placed his body between them.

	Livia bit her lip, expecting him to enter her.

	He didn’t.

	Instead, he kissed a small path down her thigh while he buried his hand at the center of her body.

	She groaned from the pleasure of his touch. It was sweet, pure bliss. And he took his time circling her with his fingers, delving, stroking, caressing.

	“That’s it,” he breathed against her leg as she rubbed herself against his hand. “Don’t be embarrassed.”

	She should be, and yet she wasn’t.

	At least not until he took her into his mouth.

	Blind ecstasy ripped her asunder. “Adron? Are you supposed to do that?”

	He gave her one long, deep lick. “Does it feel good?”

	“Oh, yes.”

	“Then I’m supposed to be doing it.” Without another word, he returned his mouth to her.

	Livia writhed in his arms as his tongue tormented her. And when he slid his finger inside her, she thought she would perish from the pleasure.

	Krista had told her to expect pain, but there was nothing painful in his touch. Nothing but heaven.

	She threw her head back as he swirled his finger inside her, around and around, matching the rhythm of his tongue. Assaulted by fierce, fiery sensations, Livia felt her body quiver and jerk as if it had a mind of its own.

	Her ecstasy mounted until she could stand no more, and then just as she was ready to beg him to stop, her body ripped apart.

	She screamed out as her release came hard and fast. Still he toyed with her. His finger and tongue pleasured her until the sensitive flesh couldn’t bear his touch any longer.

	“Please,” she cried. “Please, have mercy on me.”

	Adron laughed at her tone and was amazed at the foreign sound. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed.

	He pulled back but kept his finger inside her for a moment longer. He could feel her maidenhead still intact. His body burned, demanding he take her. But he couldn’t do that. They hadn’t done any real damage to her yet.

	Once he broke that barrier, there would be no going back. No second chances.

	It would be like when he decided to . . .

	He flinched at the memory. His life had been completely ruined by one impulsive act. He wouldn’t let her ruin hers the same way.

	She was kind and gentle. A pure heart in a world of corrupt ones.

	He wouldn’t spoil that. He couldn’t.

	Closing his eyes, he was mystified by what he felt for her. At the fact that he was able to pull himself back and rein in his treacherous body.

	It had been years since he’d done anything noble. Years since he’d wanted to do anything noble. For the first time since he’d ruined his life, he felt the man he’d once been.

	And it felt good.

	He reached down for the blanket and covered her with it.

	Livia paused as he spooned up to her back and held her close. She reveled in the feel of his arms around her, but he didn’t seem to be making any move to . . .

	“Adron?”

	“Yes?”

	“We’re not through, are we?”

	He rubbed his cheek against her shoulder. “I gave you your pleasure, Livia. What more do you want?”

	She turned to look at him, but in the darkness all she could see was the vaguest of outlines of his face. “But you didn’t . . . You know.”

	“I know.”

	“Why?”

	“Don’t you think you should wait until you find someone you care about?”

	“I care about you.”

	Adron snorted. “You don’t even know me.”

	She turned in his arms and reached up to place her hand against his scarred cheek. “You’re right, I don’t know you. And yet I’ve already shared my body with you. I want you to finish.”

	He pulled away from her. “Livia—”

	“Adron. If you don’t, then I’ll be forced into marriage with a man I despise. I don’t want him to touch me the way you have. Please help me. If I’m not a virgin, he’ll refuse the marriage. I can’t marry him. I can’t.”

	Her words tore through him. An image of Alia flashed through his mind. He’d been forced for political reasons to marry her. And she’d shown him a whole new meaning to the word hell. It was something he’d wish on no one.

	Livia skimmed her hand over his chest, down across his stomach. His gut contracted fiercely at her touch as her nails brushed at the hairs between his legs until she held him in her hand.

	His cock tightened and swelled even more. In that instant, he knew he was lost.

	And when she kissed him, his entire world came undone.

	Livia was unprepared for his reaction. He growled low in his throat and rolled her over, pinning her against the mattress.

	He was wild and untamed as he kissed her lips, then buried his face against her neck where he licked and teased her flesh, burning her all over.

	He reached down between them, stroking her until she lost all reason, all sanity. Then he spread her legs wider. She felt the tip of his cock against her core.

	In a sweet gesture, he took her hand in his and held it above her head. He kissed her lightly on the lips, then slid himself deep inside her.

	As he filled her, she bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out at the unexpected pain that intruded on her pleasure. He was so large that her body ached at the foreign feel of him.

	But at least it was done.

	She was a virgin no more.

	Adron held himself perfectly still, waiting for her body to adjust to his. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her, but by the fierce grip she had on his hand, he knew what she was hiding.

	He also knew better than anyone that a person couldn’t feel pleasure and pain at the same time.

	And he refused to hurt her tonight.

	Reluctantly, he let go of her hand and raised himself up on his arms to look down at her. He was used to the darkness. So much so that he saw her eyes tightly shut.

	“Don’t be afraid,” he whispered, and then he skimmed his hand down her body until he touched her between her legs.

	Livia sighed as his hand stroked her nub. The pain receded behind a wave of building delight.

	“That’s it,” he said. Then he slowly started to rock his hips against hers.

	Livia arched her back as the pain was washed away by his hot touch. He felt so good inside her, and every stroke seemed to reach deeper as she clung to his broad, muscular shoulders. She’d never imagined it could feel so wonderful.

	Adron watched her face as she surrendered herself to him. He ground his teeth at the incredible feel of her. She was so wet and hot beneath and around him. He’d forgotten the pleasure to be had in a woman’s arms.

	Had forgotten the incredible feel of someone just holding him in the darkness.

	He lowered himself and took her into his arms, where he cradled her head in his hands as he thrust against her. Her breath fell against his bare shoulder, burning him.

	She turned her head to kiss his neck as she ran her hands over his back.

	He growled, scalded by the bliss of it. Gah, let me die right here and right now. Before the pain returned. Before he remembered what a worthless piece of shit he was.

	Desperately, he didn’t want this moment to end.

	Livia wrapped her legs around his lean waist. He held her so tenderly that it touched her deep inside her heart. Krista had told her he would use her without any feelings for her whatsoever.

	But it didn’t feel like that.

	Not the way he held on to her like he was afraid of letting her go.

	He returned to her lips, and she moaned at the taste of his tongue. He stroked her faster. Deeper. Harder.

	She held him close as her pleasure started building again. Oh goodness, what was it about him that she would feel like this?

	And this time when her release came, he joined her.

	He growled low in his throat as he delivered one last, deep stroke and shuddered in her arms.

	Adron collapsed on top of her. Completely spent, he lay there, holding her as he waited to drift back down from heaven and into his body. So much for meaningless sex. There had been absolutely nothing meaningless about what they’d just shared.

	And what terrified him most was the fact that he didn’t want her to leave.

	He didn’t want to return to the vacant emptiness of his life. He’d been alone for so long. Had lived without anyone other than servants and family.

	But she’d changed that, and he didn’t want to go back.

	“That was amazing.” Her breath teased his ear. “Can we do it again?”

	He laughed and was shocked to feel his body already stirring. “Yes, we can.”

	In fact, he wasn’t going to stop until she again begged him for mercy.
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Chapter 2

	A


	dron came awake slowly to the most incredible feeling he’d ever known.

	Livia by his side.

	She lay nestled in his arms, facing away from him. He wasn’t sure what time they’d finally fallen asleep. All he knew was that he’d never experienced such peace. Such warmth.

	And there was no pain. Neither physical nor mental.

	Reveling in the moment, he buried his face in her hair and inhaled the fresh, sweet scent of her as he pressed his skin to hers.

	His body stirred immediately.

	How?

	After the night they’d shared, he should be sated for days to come, and yet here he was craving her in a way that was almost inhuman. He didn’t understand it.

	He pulled away to kiss her shoulder, and then he froze as he saw her skin in the faint morning light.

	Frowning, he ran his hand over her bare shoulder and the vicious scars that marred her back. She’d been beaten. Severely by the looks of it.

	Was she a runaway slave?

	She sighed contentedly and snuggled against him. Adron forgot the scars as her buttocks collided with his erection.

	He tightened his arms around her while he nudged her legs apart with his thigh. God help him, but he wanted more of her.

	Livia came awake to the sensation of Adron behind her, filling her again. “Oh my goodness,” she breathed as he thrust himself deep and hard into her body. Biting her lip, she groaned in pleasure. “Don’t you ever get tired?”

	“Not of you, I don’t.”

	She smiled at that. No one had ever made her feel so treasured. And she had to admit, a woman could get used to waking up like this.

	Closing her eyes to savor his long, luscious strokes, she surrendered herself to him.

	She came an instant before he did.

	Livia rolled over to see a gentle smile on his face as he stared at her in wonder.

	“Thank you, Livia. For everything.”

	She returned his smile. “Thank you.” She placed her lips against his.

	Adron’s senses swirled as he cupped her head in his hand. He was definitely going to keep her in his bed for the rest of the day.

	“Adron, you’re not going to believe what—” His father’s voice broke off the instant his bedroom door swung open. Gaping at them lying entwined on the bed, his father froze.

	Then, all hell broke loose.

	Livia dove beneath the covers at the same time a fetid curse rang out.

	Adron looked from her cowering in his bed to the six men surrounding his father. Two of them wore royal Vistan robes, marking them as an emperor and his heir. The other four wore the dark-gray uniform of imperial bodyguards.

	“I told you it was true!” the elder Vistan snarled at his father. His dark-brown eyes were filled with hatred as he tilted his head to look up at Adron’s father. At six foot six, and a former League assassin himself, his father wasn’t the kind of man you addressed in anything except the most reverent of tones.

	Not unless you wanted to die, anyway.

	And he saw the warning glint in his father’s eyes that denoted a wrath the Vistan emperor would do well to fear.

	“The informant was correct when he said your son left with her.”

	Adron arched a brow at the contemptuous sneer on the man’s face. And it was then he realized the Vistan emperor had hair the same color and hue as the woman cowering in his bed. And as he scanned the younger Vistan heir, he saw further confirmation of who Livia really was.

	Shit.

	He’d slept with a Vistan princess.

	“You whore!” Her brother threw the covers back and grabbed Livia by the wrist.

	Adron removed his hand from her and shoved him back. “She didn’t do anything wrong.” Oblivious to his nudity, he left the bed and put himself between Livia and her family. “You touch her, and I’ll tear your heart out.”

	Rage descended on her brother’s face, but Adron saw the fear in the man’s eyes as he took in Adron’s height, build, and vicious scars.

	Her father, however, wasn’t so easily intimidated. “Take her,” he said to his guards.

	Livia hung her head as she wrapped the sheet around herself. The guards lifted her from the bed and took her to stand before her father.

	Adron ached at the frightened look on her face. And the sight of his bloodstained sheets kicked him hard in the gut. There was no doubt what the two of them had done.

	Or how innocent she’d been before he’d touched her.

	Her father raked her with a scathing glare. “Modesty isn’t becoming of a whore who spreads her legs for a man she meets in a filthy bar.”

	Before Adron realized what he was doing, her father yanked the sheet from her body. Tears filled her eyes as she tried desperately to cover herself with her hands.

	“Take her outside and beat her.”

	Rage flooded him. “Damn you to hell.” He grabbed the first guard and shoved him away from Livia.

	He pulled her behind him to protect and cover her. Then he retrieved the sheet from the floor and wrapped it around both of them. Livia stood so close to his back that he could feel her trembling.

	And it made him even angrier. How dare they ruin this and embarrass her so. What kind of people were they?

	If her father wanted a fight, he was ready to give him one. No one would hurt her for what she’d given to him. Not unless they wanted a taste of him first.

	Her father narrowed his gaze threateningly, and Adron saw the look in his own father’s eyes that warned of death if her father attacked him. “Boy, this is no concern of yours. You’ve done enough damage.” Her father took a step forward.

	So did Adron’s father. And Adron knew that that look preceded death and dismemberment.

	He had to do something.

	And in that moment, he knew exactly what to do.

	Adron went rigid as he refused to release her to her father. “Whatever concerns my wife, concerns me.”

	Livia froze as soon as the words left Adron’s lips. Last night, she’d had no idea that he was the Andarion heir. But Emperor Nykyrian Quiakides she knew. They’d been introduced a few days ago when she and her family had arrived for a meeting and the preliminary nuptial preparations.

	Indeed, it was business with Adron’s father that had her getting married on Kirovar to begin with. Her father had been too afraid to meet with the emperor in his own territories, so he’d chosen “neutral” ground.

	Though how “neutral” Kirovar was when it was ruled by Nykyrian’s cousin, Bastien Cabarro, she wasn’t quite sure.

	Now that the two men were together, she saw the similarities between father and son. Nykyrian had the same white-blond hair, the same firm, sculpted jaw. They also shared an identical height and build.

	And a lethal air that was truly frightening.

	Her father shifted his cold stare from Adron to her. “Is this true? Are you his wife?”

	Livia swallowed. If she said yes, Andarion law would recognize them as married.

	“Adron,” his father said sternly. “Do you understand what you’re doing?”

	Adron turned to face her. He tilted her chin up with gentle fingers until she looked into those icy blue eyes that were laced with pain and torment. “It’s entirely up to you. You’re welcome to stay here with me if you want to.”

	Aghast at his offer, she stared at him. She’d never known a man so honorable. He could have left her to her father’s wrath, and yet here he was offering her sanctuary. There weren’t many men who would be so thoughtful, and it brought tears to her eyes that he would be so kind.

	“Are you sure about this?”

	“No.” A hint of a smile played at the edges of his lips. “But then, I’ve never been sure about much of anything in my life.”

	She glanced past him to her father’s angry face, and her brother’s. If she went home, they would have her beaten until she passed out. But if she stayed . . .

	She had no idea what that would be like.

	The known or the unknown.

	“Take her,” her father ordered.

	Adron turned and put himself between them.

	“Quiakides, tell your son to step aside. He is interfering with royal Vistan business.”

	For the first time, Livia noticed the deep, angry scars bisecting Adron’s body. His back was completely covered by them. It looked as if someone had once carved him into pieces.

	Then her gaze fell to the skull-and-dagger tattoo on his left shoulder that marked him as a League assassin.

	She trembled. She knew absolutely nothing about him.

	Nothing except for the kindness of his touch. Nothing except for the way he’d made her feel when he kissed her. The way he made her feel wanted. Safe.

	And in that instant, she made up her mind.

	“What happens to me is the business of my husband.”

	Her father’s face turned to stone. “Then your ties to our house are severed.” He glanced at her brother. “Come, Prinam.”

	Her brother’s features softened a degree before he caught himself. Without a word, he followed her father from the room as the guards fell in behind them.

	Nykyrian stepped forward with an amused light in his green eyes. “Some things must run in our blood.”

	Adron frowned. “How do you mean?”

	“Ask your mother one day about how we married.” He smiled at Livia. “In the meantime, welcome to our family, Highness.”

	Adron’s frown deepened as he regarded his father suspiciously. “You’re being awfully understanding about all this. Should I be afraid?”

	Nykyrian laughed. “Probably. I hope this means you’ll rejoin the world again. We’ve missed you.”

	A tic started in Adron’s jaw.

	Livia wasn’t sure what the undercurrent was between father and son, but there was something just below the surface that she didn’t understand. Some history that they had yet to work through.

	Still, his father’s face was kind and not the least bit judgmental as he looked back at her. He honestly seemed glad to have her with his son. “You know, you’ll have to bring your wife to the palace to meet the rest of your wayward siblings.”

	“And Mom?”

	He inclined his head.

	Something strange flickered across Adron’s features. Something Livia couldn’t define, but it looked as if Adron wanted to avoid his mother. “When?”

	“Tonight. We’re all here.”

	Adron curled his lip as if he’d rather be gutted. “Will Jayce be there?”

	“He is your brother.”

	Hatred flared in Adron’s eyes. “He’s your son. He ceased to be my brother the day he refused to uphold the League’s Code.”

	Nykyrian sighed, then looked at Livia with sympathy in his eyes. “I hope you know what you’ve gotten yourself into.”

	The bad thing was, she didn’t.

	“You two have a good day. I have an international incident I have to go prevent over this. And a cousin to apologize to.” Nykyrian went to the door. “God help me,” he said under his breath before he left. “Let the bribing begin.”

	Now that they were alone, the reality of what she’d done came crashing down on her.

	She was married.

	To a complete stranger.

	“Well, isn’t this interesting.” Adron turned to face her. “I don’t know about you, but when I went to The Golden Crona last night, I never intended to find a spouse.”

	She laughed. “Since I was there to avoid one, I can honestly say that never crossed my mind either.”

	He cupped her face in his hands and smiled a warm, dimpled smile at her. And when he kissed her, she shivered at the tenderness of his lips.

	“You taste so good.” He nibbled the corner of her mouth. “I could kiss you forever.”

	Desire stabbed her at his words. “You’re not so bad yourself in a lethal, I’ll-kill-you-if-you-look-at-me-wrong kind of way.”

	He laughed, then scooped her up in his arms.

	Livia gasped at the unexpected feel of his strong arms surrounding her. But as he reached the bed, he staggered.

	Agony contorted his face as he let go of her and fell to his knees.

	“Adron?” She knelt beside him. She could tell by his face that he hurt too much to speak. “Here, lie on the floor.”

	Livia helped him lie down, then took his knee in her hand. She did her best to summon her powers, but they refused to come.

	No!

	Adron held his hand to his head as if something vile were being plunged into his brain. He writhed in misery, and she ached that she couldn’t help him.

	Her heart hammering, she rushed to the nightstand.

	“The injector,” he snarled from the floor. “There’s a bottle for it in the drawer.”

	Livia found them and took them to him.

	He placed the bottle in the injector, then held it against his stomach and pulled the trigger. Sweat drenched his body as he shook all over. She could only imagine how bad he’d have to be hurting.

	Not knowing what else to do for him, she covered him with the blanket and then held his head in her lap. She brushed her hands through his damp hair, trying to give him whatever comfort she could.

	Adron tried not to fight the pain. It hurt less when he did, and yet it ripped through him with such a torturous fury that it left him weak. Drained.

	Damn it! The brief reprieve had only made it hurt all the more as it returned.

	He stared up at Livia as she brushed her hand through his hair and held him close. He’d never before allowed anyone near him when he was like this. Not when he had a choice about it, anyway. But there was something about her that soothed his tattered spirit.

	Better still, he didn’t see contempt or pity on her face. A peaceful calm stared at him from her green eyes, as if that were what she wanted to leave with him.

	After a few minutes, his pain ebbed enough that he could move again.

	He sat up slowly, carefully, but it felt as if every muscle in his body had been shredded. He started to push himself to his feet.

	She moved to help him.

	“Don’t,” he said with more rancor than he meant. “I can stand on my own.”

	She took his angry tone in stride. “Can I get you anything?”

	“A bottle of alcohol.” He slowly made his way back to the bed so that he could lie down.

	“Adron, it’s morning. Shouldn’t you eat something?”

	He glared the glare that had never failed to send his enemies running for cover. “Get me something to drink.”

	She got dressed, then returned a few minutes later with a glass of milk.

	He could have beaten her for that shit. It was something his mother or sister would have done to piss him off. “Damn it, Livia! I’m not a child.”

	“Then stop acting like one.”

	Before he could respond, the door chime sounded.

	She bit her lip. “Should I answer it?”

	“I don’t give a damn what you do just so long as you leave me alone.”

	Livia sighed at his hostile tone as he shifted slightly in the bed, then grimaced.

	Leaving him alone, she went to the door and opened it to find a tall, attractive brunette barely dressed. The short, red halter top was scooped low, and the tight black leather skirt would have given Livia’s parents the vapors.

	The woman removed her sunglasses so that Livia could see the red irises and white pupils that marked the woman as a full-blooded Andarion. “You must be Livia.” She grinned cheerfully, flashing her fangs at her. “I’m Zarina.” She said her name like Livia should recognize it.

	She cocked a brow at the odd stranger.

	Laughing, she explained herself. “I’m Adron’s baby sister. Paka just told me about the marriage, and I had to come meet you and make sure my paka hadn’t snapped a wheel and started hallucinating or something.”

	Unsure what to make of his unconventional sister, Livia let her in.

	“You’re really, really cute.” She stepped inside and dropped her bag on Adron’s couch. “But I wouldn’t have pegged you for his type.”

	Was she trying to be offensive? “Excuse me?”

	“Adron always had a thing for expensive ‘ho’s with the intelligence of backwash. You look like you actually have both a brain and a soul.”

	Livia scowled. “Should I be offended?”

	Zarina laughed. “Please don’t be. I pride myself on being socially inept. But the only people I ever intentionally offend are my bevy of brothers. And speaking of, where’s Big Bad Angry One? Paka said he was actually up and walking around without his cane. That I have to see.”

	Before Livia could answer, a loud crash sounded in the bedroom. She ran back to Adron with Zarina one step behind her.

	As soon as they entered the room, she saw him leaning with one hand braced against the nightstand. She gasped at the sight of blood covering him, the bed and the floor. And every time he coughed, more blood came up.

	“Oh God.” Zarina pulled her link out from her pocket.

	Terrified, Livia went to her husband.

	He opened his mouth to speak but only coughed up more blood. His entire body shaking, he fell back against the bed, where he writhed in agony.

	When she tried to touch him, he pushed her away.

	Zarina joined her at the bed. “An MT unit is on its way.”

	Livia locked gazes with Adron. She saw the torment and the shame in his eyes. He was embarrassed. But for her life, she couldn’t imagine why.

	Then it dawned on her. He, a proud League assassin, was naked and helpless in front of his baby sister. If everything else wasn’t bad enough . . .

	He had that indignity to suffer.

	She glanced to Zarina. “Can you give us a minute alone?”

	Zarina hesitated before she nodded. “I’ll go call our parents and let them know.” She left the room and shut the door.

	Adron scowled at her. “What are you doing?”

	“I’m cleaning you up.”

	She saw the anger and relief in his eyes before he stopped fighting her. She figured the anger was for himself because he needed help cleaning up, and the relief for the fact that he wouldn’t be transported naked.

	Something that was confirmed by the weak, bashful “Thank you” he whispered to her once she had him dressed.

	She’d just handed him another clean towel to keep the blood off his clothes when the MTs arrived. Zarina joined her as she moved into a corner to give them room.

	They inserted a tube down Adron’s throat and gave him another injection while they started an IV. He just lay there, and his calm acceptance of their actions told her he was well used to things like this.

	Dear Lord, what had happened to him?

	And what had caused this episode? Could it be because of what they’d done? Could having sex with him kill him?

	The thought horrified her.

	As the air gurney passed her, Adron gave her a tired, sheepish look, then turned away.

	Zarina draped her arm around her shoulders. “C’mon. I’ll give you a ride to the hospital.”

	Livia followed her to a transport and got inside. “What happened to him to cause all those scars?”

	Zarina winced as if the memory were too painful to even contemplate. “Eight years ago, Adron was the League assassin who was assigned to terminate Kyr Omaindon.”

	Livia knew the name well. Kyr’s bloodthirsty cruelty was the stuff of nightmares. He’d blazed a two-year trail of rape and slaughter through the Brimen sector.

	Zarina raked a graceful hand through her hair. “When Adron entered Kyr’s home to execute him, Kyr grabbed one of his servants and locked himself inside his study. The woman was pregnant, and Adron blamed himself for letting her get taken.”

	Livia remembered that famous standoff. There had been days of media coverage. And it had ended when one of the League assassins had allowed his hands to be cuffed behind his back and then traded himself for the pregnant woman.

	Now she knew the name and face of that assassin.

	Worse, she knew his gentle touch.

	Tears gathered in her eyes as she tried to imagine the courage it’d taken for Adron to be bound helpless and given over to a monster in order to save a stranger he’d never even met.

	Zarina drove through the crowded sectors that blurred past outside. “Kyr decided to make an example out of Adron. He wanted to ensure that the League thought twice about sending another assassin after him. So, he tortured Adron for over a week. They hunted for him everywhere but found nothing. No traces of either of them.”

	A tear slid down Zarina’s cheek. Angrily, she swiped it away. “It was the longest twelve days of my life. My entire family searched everywhere we could think of—used every resource we had. Finally, my brother Jayce found him barely alive inside a Dumpster. There was so little left of Adron that Jayce barely recognized him as a human being, never mind his own brother.”

	Livia blinked away her own tears as she imagined what it must have been like for Jayce to find his brother in such a condition—to try to get help, not knowing if he’d live or not. Never mind the pain the rest of them had felt, especially Adron himself.

	“If Jayce saved him, why does Adron hate him so?”

	“Because, according to League Code, when an assassin finds another assassin who has been permanently maimed or disfigured, he’s supposed to terminate him. The idea is to die with honor and dignity.”

	Livia cleared her throat as she ached for her husband and his family. “Jayce couldn’t do it.”

	“No, he couldn’t. The two of them were too close. Plus, Jayce would never have been able to face the rest of us if he’d killed him or let him die. Not when all we wanted was to have him home, safe and sound.”

	Zarina sighed wistfully. “I wish you could have seen Adron back before he was butchered. He was something else.” She gave a sad smile. “He was always rushing around at warp speed, joking, laughing. Now there are days when he can’t even leave his bed for the pain. And I can’t even remember the last time I saw him smile, never mind laugh. I don’t think he’s capable of it anymore.”

	Livia remembered catching a glimpse of that playful Adron last night when he’d made love to her. And he had a beautiful laugh—if only she’d known then how rare a thing it was. “What happened to Kyr?”

	Zarina’s face tightened. “My father and uncles tore him to pieces. Literally. His was a death I’d only wish on him and no one else. There’s probably some poor engineering person who’s still finding chunks of him in the sewer where they dumped him.”

	Livia had never condoned violence of any sort, but after seeing Adron and the constant pain he lived in, she understood their actions. Even as a pacifist, she would have done serious damage to anyone who hurt her child like that.

	Now, she just wanted to make it better for him.

	If only she knew how . . .

	But one thing was certain, she wasn’t going to leave him like this. Alone. Tormented. Isolated. She owed him too much for that. He’d given her a new life free of over-the-top restrictions and stern punishments.

	Her throat tightened as she realized that for the first time in her entire life she was outside in the world without being covered from head to foot, with no guards scowling at her and no old chaperones warning her not to speak or touch anything.

	She was free because Adron had stood up for her for no other reason than he was a decent human being. Such a man deserved happiness and love.

	Somehow, she would make him laugh again. Even if it killed her.

	

	 

	 



[image: Image]
Chapter 3

	A


	dron shoved the oxygen mask off his face.

	His doctor gave him a peeved glare. “Would you stop that, you need it.”

	“I can’t breathe with it on.”

	“You can barely breathe, period.” Theo put the oxygen mask back in place.

	Adron narrowed his eyes at the man, but as usual, Theo didn’t care. Over the last eight years, their battle of wills had become legendary with the hospital staff.

	Theo brushed a hand though his graying black hair while he scowled at him. “I can’t believe you’d even try to have sex in your condition. What were you thinking?”

	That his wife had the best ass he’d ever seen . . .

	Adron jerked the mask off. “I’m not a friggin’ eunuch.”

	“No, you’re not. But that’s about the only part of you that didn’t get cut off and that still works the way God intended it to.” Theo put the mask back in place. “You need to remember you’re a man whose internal organs are barely fused together. Their functionality is minimal at best, and any strain on them can kill you. How many times do I have to tell you that you can’t put any pressure on your abdomen?”

	“Well, if I have to die, I’d rather go out with a good bang.”

	Theo curled his lip. “You’re not funny.”

	His throat tight, Adron closed his eyes. An image of Livia drifted through his mind, and he cursed it.

	Theo checked his IV. “If you’d wear your chest brace like you’re—”

	“It’s hot and it chafes. I can’t even move in it.”

	Sighing, Theo set his electronic chart aside. “Like it or not, Adron, one misplaced fall and you could break something and kill yourself. Your body is as fragile as a roshuna flower.”

	Yeah, there was something an assassin really wanted to be compared to. He, the baddest of the bad—the man who’d once made the worst scum in the universe piss in fear—was now a goddamn delicate flower.

	I wish I were dead.

	Adron removed the mask again. “I don’t care. I’m not going to wear that monstrosity. It makes me look like a freak.” Which he was, but by the gods, he had no intention of letting everyone know just how damaged he really was.

	He did have some pride left.

	Theo rolled his eyes. “One day, that stubbornness is going to get you killed.”

	Yeah, but obviously not soon enough.

	More roughly than before, Theo replaced the mask. “By the way, there’s a reason why I don’t give you medicine to completely numb your pain. You need to feel it to know the limitations of your damaged body. Tell your wife it was a nice thought, but in the future you better not let her help you. Not unless you want to become my permanent guest here at Hotel Hell. Now keep that damn mask in place or I’ll have your hands restrained.”

	In one last act of defiance, Adron made an obscene gesture.

	Letting out a sigh of supreme disgust, the good doctor walked away.

	Theo stopped at the door and turned back to face him. “And the next time you want to have sex, you better find some way to do it without putting any strain on your chest or abdomen. I’m not kidding, Adron. You do this to yourself one more time and I will geld you for it.”

	“Hey, big brother.”

	Adron opened his eyes to see Zarina leaning into the room. He tried to muster a smile for her but couldn’t. The pain was just too much right now. Not to mention she wouldn’t be able to see it anyway for the mask covering his face.

	Still, he was glad to see her. No matter how bad he felt, Zarina and her offbeat sense of humor could always make him feel better.

	“Theo the Bad said it was okay to see you. How do you feel?” Zarina took a hesitant step inside his room, and it was then he saw Livia behind her and all thoughts scattered.

	His wife had her long brown hair braided down her back. The blue conservative pantsuit caused her pale skin to glow, and those large doe eyes held so much tenderness in them that it made him ache to be whole.

	To be able to love her like she deserved . . .

	Adron clenched his teeth as a wave of desire tore through him. He couldn’t stand to see her, knowing she belonged to him, and yet he could never again have her.

	It was the cruelest blow of all.

	I’m not even a man.

	He turned his head away from them so he wouldn’t be reminded of what an abomination he’d become. Wouldn’t remember the man who could have made love to her all night long without tiring.

	Now . . .

	He looked down at his bare, scarred arm that disgusted him. The twisted flesh. The puckered skin . . . How could Livia not be repulsed by him? Even he hated himself. “Get out and leave me alone.”

	“Adron?”

	The sound of Livia’s gentle voice washed over him like a gentle caress, and it tore through him like glycerin on glass. Gods, it wasn’t fair!

	She came forward, and when he felt her touch on his scarred arm . . .

	Forget the pain of his injuries. They were nothing compared to the mental damage that touch wrought. “Get away from me!” He pushed Livia back and glared at his sister as his monitors blared. “Take her to a lawyer and get us divorced. Now! I mean it, Rina. Don’t you dare ignore me.”

	Theo came running in with two nurses behind him. “Out,” he snapped at the women. “I told you not to upset him.”

	Livia felt her tears swell at the sight of the doctor forcing Adron to lie down and the sound of Adron cursing them all.

	Her throat tight, she looked up at Zarina. “What did I do?”

	“It’s not you, sweetie.” Zarina hugged her to her side as they left the room and headed down the hallway. “Adron is just blaming you for what Alia did.”

	“Alia?”

	“His first wife.”

	Livia stumbled at the news. “He was married before?” Please don’t let him still be married. There was one question she hadn’t even thought to ask.

	She nodded. “Yes. And she was one serious bitch. To this day, I’d love to rip her cold heart out and feed it to her. Since she was the Wurish heiress, her father had negotiated a marriage between them when they were both in their teens. Alia had agreed only because she wanted a trophy husband, and as the youngest commissioned officer in League history and the next in line to inherit my father’s empire, Adron was a choice candidate for her.

	“But they never really got along. She was too selfish and bitchy. I think half the missions he took were to escape having to be around her. He spent so much time away from home that he was all but a stranger to us. Then three weeks after Adron had been found—while he was still fighting for his life—my matarra, paka, and I were in his hospital room, trying to give him reasons to live through the pain. All of a sudden, Alia showed up with divorce papers. She handed them to him and told him she was too young to be nursemaid to some cut-up cripple.”

	Horror for him filled her as she gave Zarina an incredulous stare. “How could she do such a thing?”

	“I have no idea, but if I live an eternity, I will never forget the look on Adron’s face. I saw something inside him die that day. But honestly, between you and me, I think it’s the best thing that could have happened to him. He didn’t need her in his life, and it was good riddance to self-indulgent trash. I just wish the bitch had had better timing.”

	Zarina stopped and leveled a hard look on her. “And speaking of timing . . . are we going to a lawyer’s office?”

	Livia bit her lip in indecision. Adron had been through so much that she wondered if he was still mentally sound. His physical scars she knew. It was the ones she couldn’t see that scared her.

	She searched Zarina’s eyes for the truth. “Tell me, is he psychotic or abusive?”

	“No. But he is angry and extremely bitter. He was never the type of person to depend on anyone for anything. It humiliates him every time he has to ask for something, and right now he needs help to do even the simplest of things.”

	She could understand that. She’d never liked being dependent either. And if what she’d seen was his worst, she could definitely withstand it. “Then take me home.”

	Zarina smiled. “I knew I liked you for a reason.”

	Over the next few days, Livia spent as much time as she could learning about Adron while she waited for him to come home.

	Zarina and Adron’s twin brothers, Taryn and Tiernan, were tremendous sources of information. And that afternoon, they’d provided her with a box full of files and pictures.

	Sitting alone in his media room, she loaded his old files to watch.

	The first one was of Adron with a tall, dark-haired man. They appeared to be around the age of twenty, with the dark-haired man a little younger. Adron’s long blond hair was loose, spilling over his shoulders as the two of them played a complicated electronic board game.

	Goodness, but she barely recognized her handsome husband. His face intact, his eyes glowed like blue fire while he drummed his fingers impatiently on the table.

	“C’mon, Devyn, move already. You’re like watching ice freeze. You keep this pace up and my grandkids will be able to finish the game for you.”

	“Shut the fuck up, Adron, I’m thinking.”

	“Yeah, I can see the smoke coming out of your ears. What? You strip a gear or something trying to think? Want me to call Vik over to take your turn for you?”

	Devyn made an obscene gesture at him.

	Before Devyn could do or say anything else, water poured down over the two of them, drenching them completely and short-circuiting the board.

	Adron held his hands out as his expression darkened in anger. “What the hell?”

	The men looked up to see a young Zarina with a hose, leaning over the wall while she laughed at them.

	Adron’s gaze narrowed dangerously. “Oh, Reen . . . You’re going to die. Painfully.”

	Dropping the hose, Zarina shrieked and ran, but Adron caught up to her the moment she came around the fence.

	“Get her, Adron!” Livia recognized the voice as Tiernan’s or Taryn’s. One of the twins must have been the one filming them. “Make her pay!”

	Adron slung Zarina over his shoulder as he sprinted across the yard with her.

	Zarina pounded on his wet back as she tried to squirm out of his hold. “I’m going to tell Paka on you if you don’t let me go! Put me down, you overgrown bully.”

	He stopped in front of an inground pool. “You got it.” He flipped her over his shoulder, straight into the water.

	Zarina came up sputtering and coughing. “Oh, that’s it! Devyn! Help your baby cousin! I need my avenger.”

	Devyn came running. His dark hair was cut short and his eyes glowed with mischief. He grabbed Adron by the waist, and the two of them fell into the pool.

	Adron broke the water’s surface, laughing.

	Devyn grabbed him from behind and dunked him while Zarina pounded on his head.

	“No!” Adron’s mother, Kiara, shouted as she ran to the pool. Her eyes were wide with fright, and her beautiful face was stern. She looked like she was about to cry. “No playing like that. You know better. One of you could get hurt.”

	Adron shoved Devyn back before he swiped his hair out of his eyes. “Mata, it’s okay.”

	Kiara shook her head, causing her long mahogany braid to spill over her shoulder. “No, it’s not. I couldn’t live if I lost one of you, and you both know what Shahara would do if she saw you and Devyn fighting in the deep end of the pool. Now get out of there, all of you, and stop playing around.”

	Subdued, the three of them climbed out of the pool.

	Subdued, that was, until Devyn sneaked up behind Adron and pulled his shorts down.

	Livia gaped at the sight of Adron completely naked.

	So, her husband had never worn underwear . . . She smiled at the knowledge.

	Cursing, Adron jerked his pants up and ran after his cousin.

	“Adron!” Kiara shouted, but the laughter in her voice took the sternness out of her tone. “Don’t you hurt him.”

	“I’m not going to hurt him, Mata. I’m going to kill him.”

	“Aunt Kiara, help!” Devyn came running back around and put Kiara between them. Not that she was much of a wall, since she didn’t even reach their shoulders.

	“Adron,” she said sharply. “You touch one hair on his head and his mother will skin you alive. You know it. And there’s nothing I can do to stop her.”

	Adron paused as he glared at Devyn. “It’s all right. You have to sleep sometime.”

	“Yeah, but I have a mecha bodyguard who doesn’t.” Devyn gave a taunting laugh before he stuck his tongue out.

	Adron flashed an obscene gesture. “You suck, you little bastard.”

	Kiara glared. “Adron, I raised you better than that.”

	Devyn continued to torture him.

	Livia laughed at their loving play, and as she watched more files, she realized that Zarina had been right. Adron had been a kind, fun-loving soul who took very little seriously.

	Somehow, she was going to find that man and return him to the world.

	 

	It was a full month and three more surgeries before Theo Zonvarri finally allowed Adron to leave the hospital. All he wanted to do was go home and be left alone. He didn’t want to see any more pity on his mother’s tear-streaked face. See the guilt in his father’s eyes over the fact that there was nothing he could do.

	He just wanted solitary peace away from everyone. A nice alcohol-induced fog . . .

	His brother, Tiernan, moved to help him from the transport. Adron leveled a scowl that made him shrink back.

	“Jeez, you ought to bottle that look. I know armies that would pay a fortune to have something that toxic in their arsenal.”

	Grinding his teeth, Adron got out even though the strain of it made him sweat. “Why are you still here?”

	“Paka wanted me to make sure you got home safely.”

	“I’m home. Now leave.”

	Tiernan scoffed. “Why would I want to do that? I mean, damn, heaven forbid I should be around someone who actually likes me. It’s so much more fun to be here with you insulting my manhood and questioning my parentage every five seconds.”

	Ignoring him, Adron made his way into his apartment building, to the lifts, and did his best not to remember who had been with him the last time he’d crossed this lobby.

	Livia.

	Her name and face still haunted him. And in spite of himself, he wondered where she was. How she was doing.

	“I don’t care.”

	Tiernan stepped into the lift beside him. “What was that?”

	“Nothing.”

	Adron didn’t speak until he was back in his apartment. He limped to the bar and searched for something to drink. But nothing was there. Obviously, his family had paid another visit to clean his place out while he’d been gone. “Damn it, which one of you did this?”

	“I did it.”

	He froze at the sound of Livia’s voice behind him. That dulcet tone tore through him like jagged glass.

	Bracing himself, he turned to face her. But all the bracing in the world couldn’t prepare him for the sight of her standing there, dressed in white and looking like a precious angel. Her dark hair was pulled up, with wisps of it falling around her face and shoulders. Daylight shone through the strands, making them glow.

	But that was nothing compared to those large eyes that seared him. To her Cupid’s-bow lips that compelled him with a memory of how sweet they’d tasted. Every part of his body surged to life as his cock hardened. And all he wanted was to feel her hands and mouth on his naked skin.

	I’m not kidding, Adron. You do this to yourself one more time and I will geld you for it. Too bad Theo hadn’t made good on that threat. Because all he wanted was a taste of his wife, and it was the one thing he couldn’t have.

	Livid over that fact, he snarled at her. “What are you doing here?”

	“I live here.”

	“The hell you do.” He turned on his brother. “I want her out of here. Now.”

	Tiernan held his hands up in surrender. “According to your own words, she’s your wife. There’s nothing I can do.”

	“Tiernan,” he said in warning.

	“Adron,” he shot back.

	Livia moved forward, and by all appearances, she didn’t look a bit shaken by his anger. “Thank you for bringing him home, Tiernan. I think I can handle it from here.”

	Tiernan arched a doubtful brow. “I don’t know if I feel right leaving you at his mercy. He can let blood with that tongue.”

	“I’m used to people insulting me.” She directed a meaningful stare at Adron. “As well as being unwanted. I promise you, there’s nothing Adron can say to make me cry.”

	And in that moment, Adron felt low. He’d never wanted to hurt her.

	Turning away, he headed for the bedroom.

	Livia said good-bye to Tiernan, who let himself out of their apartment, and then she followed after Adron. In spite of her brave words, she was terrified. Even though he was her husband, he was a stranger to her in many ways.

	But then, she was used to living in fear, too. At least Adron wouldn’t beat her.

	She hoped.

	As she entered the bedroom, she found him lying on the bed, fully clothed, with his arm draped over his eyes. His long, lean body was a feast that made her heart speed up. Strange how lethal and powerful he was while relaxing. But even more frightening was how much she’d missed him. His presence filled the room and added . . .

	She couldn’t define it. Even though they’d been together for only one night, she felt connected to him. And she’d missed him more than she’d ever missed anyone.

	Now that he was here, she wanted to make him happy again. “Are you hungry?”

	“No.”

	“Well then—”

	“I want to be alone.”

	She sighed sadly at his sharp tone. How could she reach the Adron she’d seen in his files? The Adron who’d been so tender and kind to her?

	Was it even possible?

	Don’t give up on him . . . That was what his mother had said to her yesterday when Kiara had called to tell her that Adron was coming home. I know he’s hard to be around, but he’s a good man, and in spite of what he says, you mean something to him. He wouldn’t have married you unless you did. So please, for his sake, help him find a reason to live. I want to see my baby smile again. Just once.

	How could she deny his mother so simple a request? Only today, that request didn’t seem as easy as it had yesterday.

	Today, it seemed impossible.

	But she’d promised to try, and so she would. “It seems to me you’ve spent far too much time alone. Perhaps a little time with—”

	“Damn it, why are you still here?” He glared at her with such loathing that it stung her. “Why didn’t you do what I told you to?”

	She took a deep breath and counted for patience as she reminded herself that he was in a lot of pain. He didn’t mean it.

	What if he does?

	No. She refused to believe that he would hate her after he’d protected her. So, she answered with the simple truth. “Because I have nowhere else to go. My father has completely disowned me over our marriage. If I go home, he’ll have me arrested and publicly beaten.”

	Adron winced as he realized the extent of the damage he’d done to her. How could he have been so stupid and selfish? And for what? One night of sex that had almost killed him?

	What kind of life could he give her? He couldn’t do anything. He was worthless and weak.

	Pathetic.

	And she deserved something better than him. A life that didn’t include wiping his crippled ass.

	“If it’s a question of money—”

	Her expression said that he’d insulted her to the core of her soul. “I don’t want your money.”

	“Then what do you want?”

	Her guileless stare pierced him. “You.”

	He shook his head slowly. “You must be deranged.”

	“Why? Because I want to be with you?”

	“Yes. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not exactly pleasant to be around. Hell, I don’t even want to be around me most days.”

	She moved to sit on the bed beside him. So close that he ached to pull her into his arms, but he refused to. He wouldn’t do that to either of them.

	It wouldn’t be fair or right.

	She brushed a strand of hair back from his face, her fingertips burning his skin as she touched it. “You know, while we were making love, I felt a connection with you. Did you feel it, too?”

	“No,” he lied.

	She tsked at him with a light in her eyes that made him feel like a heel for not telling her how he really felt about her. “I don’t believe you. You were too tender. You held me too close. I might be innocent, but I’m not stupid. I know men don’t treat women that way.”

	He gave her a droll stare. “And how do you know that?”

	“Zarina told me so.”

	He grimaced at her. “Oh, jeez. You discussed sex with my baby sister?”

	“Yes. She was very informative.”

	His gut twisted at the thought of Zarina having any kind of carnal knowledge. “I can imagine.”

	“I also talked to your mother and she said—”

	He cringed in pain, and for once, it wasn’t from his injuries. “Ah, gah, Livia. That’s even worse! Why would you talk to my mata about sex with me?”

	“I didn’t have anyone else to ask.”

	He let out puffs of aggravated breaths over what she’d done. How could she? Did she have no shame whatsoever? “You could have looked it up online like everyone else does.”

	“I tried, but all I got was porn and while it was . . . well, it was kind of gross and not very informative. Just a lot of huffing and puffing and body parts. So, I thought your mother and sister might have some insights to share. After all, your mother had five kids and—”

	“Stop! I don’t even want to think about my mata having sex with my paka. I know for a fact that she was artificially inseminated, and he never touched her. Graspa Zamir told me so and I believe him.”

	“That’s not what she says.”

	He groaned. “Am I not in enough pain that you’d torture me with this shit on top of it? What did I ever do to you to make you want to kill me?”

	“Why are you being such a baby over this? I’m the one who was kept cloistered.”

	“Because my mata and sister are sacred beings, unsullied by the hands of a man, and if you tell me differently, especially where Zarina is concerned, I swear to God, I’m donning my assassin’s uniform and gutting whatever bastard touched her.”

	Livia pressed her lips together to keep from laughing at him when it was obvious, he was deadly serious. Even so, she liked teasing him like this. And deep down, she suspected he might not be as ticked off as he was acting.

	Deciding to give him a bit of a reprieve, she changed the subject. “So, are we just going to sit in here all day?”

	All the humor fled from his face. “No. You’re going to leave.”

	“I’ll leave when you do.”

	Adron growled at her. “Do you have any idea how much pain I’m in? It hurts to breathe. Most of all it hurts to talk, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to just lie here in silence.”

	She sighed at the anger and bitterness in his voice that seemed to be a permanent part of his life. What he’d done for that woman and her child had been beyond decent and heroic, and she didn’t want him to lose sight of the sacrifice he’d made.

	For someone else’s happiness.

	He was a hero and she only wanted to see him smile.

	Just once.

	“Fine.” She slid from the bed and pulled a small photo frame out of his nightstand. “I wanted to show this to you. It came in by messenger while you were in the hospital.”

	Adron frowned as she handed him the blank frame and turned it on. Static flickered until the image of a fragile brunette woman and a small blond girl appeared.

	The two of them were smiling at him and waving.

	Livia watched his stoic face as her heart filled with warmth over what he’d given them. It was enough to bring tears to her eyes.

	“Hi, Commander.” The woman picked up the little girl and kissed her cheek. “On the anniversary of what you did, I just wanted to say thank you. This is my daughter, Dalycia. I don’t know if you remember me or not, but I’m the woman you saved from that psycho, and this is the daughter I had six weeks later. Say hi, Dalycia.”

	“Hi, Commander.” The little girl waved and smiled that innocence that came only with childhood. “Thank you for saving my mommy and me.” She unfolded a hand-drawn picture of a man, a woman, and a little girl holding hands in a patch of flowers with a rainbow overhead. “I drew this for you to say thank you. See”—she pointed to the man—“it’s you saving us, and we’re all happy ’cause we’re alive and the bad man isn’t.”

	Livia watched the agony play across his face as the woman and child continued to talk to him.

	All of a sudden, he snarled in outrage and threw the frame against the wall, shattering it into a thousand pieces.

	“Adron!” she snapped, losing patience with him.

	He turned on her then with a vicious snarl before he let fly a curse so foul she blushed. “What? Did you think showing me that shit would make all of this okay? Did you think I’d look at them, then cry and say how grateful I am they live while I’m trapped like this?”

	He gestured to the scars that bisected his body and twisted his leg. “What about the children I wanted to have, Livia? I can’t even have sex without spending a month in the hospital or dying from it.” He cursed again. “All I want is five fucking seconds where I’m not trying to breathe through absolute misery. Five seconds where I can move and not ache to the marrow of my bones.”

	The bitter torment in his eyes scorched her. “I’m only thirty-five years old and all I have to look forward to is a future where I’ll slowly, painfully disintegrate into an invalid who can’t even wipe his own ass. Do you really think I’m okay with being dependent on you or anyone else? I was an assassin, and now I have less mobility than a withered-up hundred-year-old man. I’m nothing but a worthless piece of shit who should have died that night. And them telling me how grateful they are doesn’t make this okay with me. It never will.”

	His words brought tears to her eyes. She’d stupidly thought it would make him feel better to know how much his sacrifice had meant to the ones he’d saved.

	But she was wrong. Nothing would ever make him feel better.

	“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I was just trying to help. But you won’t let anyone help you, will you? You’d rather just wallow in self-pity. Fine. I understand. I won’t bother you, anymore.” Her heart breaking for him, she turned with as much dignity as she could manage and left him to it.

	Livia didn’t stop walking until she reached the sitting room. Wishing for an answer that wouldn’t come, she curled up into a ball on the couch and bit her lip to hold back the tears. 

	She wouldn’t cry.

	But inside, she bled for him. Ached for what he’d once been.

	Even now she could see him laughing and playing games with his sister and brothers.

	How she wished she’d known him then.

	Suddenly, she felt a hand on her head. Looking up, she found Adron standing beside the couch. His brow was damp with sweat, and she saw the whiteness of his lips as he struggled with his pain while he leaned heavily on his cane.

	“I’m sorry,” he said, his voice tense. “I know you were just trying to help. But I passed the point of help a long time ago.” He shifted his weight and winced. “Look, I know about your people and customs, and I know you were raised inside a cage. The last thing you need is to be saddled with a man who can barely walk. Why don’t you just go and get your own place and live? I’ll be happy to put you on all my accounts. You’ll never want for anything.”

	It was a generous offer he made. But she couldn’t accept it. “I can’t do that.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because I love you.”
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Chapter 4

	A


	dron couldn’t have been more stunned if Livia had reached up and slapped him. “You don’t even know me.”

	“Yes, I do. You try to hide what you are, but I see it. It shines through your bitterness with a brightness not even you can extinguish.”

	He scowled at her. “And what am I?”

	“You’re kind and decent. You have a good heart.”

	He snorted at her infantile naïveté. “I have no heart at all. What I have is a mechanical substitute that pumps blood though a broken body, and half the time it malfunctions.”

	She rose from the couch.

	Adron flinched as she touched him. God, how he wanted to kiss her.

	No, he wanted to slide himself deep inside her until he was lost. Until he forgot everything except the peace he’d found there that one night they’d spent together. Was that too much to ask?

	She took him by the hand and led him into his media room. “Zarina said that it’s painful at times for you to sit, so I thought I’d make a few modifications for you.”

	He stared at the new sofa. It was twice the size of his old one and looked more like a small bed. She’d piled pillows up all over it. Girlie pillows that looked out of place with his dark, masculine tones.

	Biting back a nasty comment over that, Adron sat down and leaned against the pillows, amazed at just how good it did feel.

	Until Livia sat down next to him. His body reacted instantly to her nearness. “You’re killing me.”

	“I don’t want to kill you.” She leaned forward and captured his lips.

	Closing his eyes, he savored the taste of her. Over the last month he’d done little except dream of her kiss. Dream of touching her again.

	She ran her hands over his body, making him burn even more.

	And when she touched his cock through his pants, he cursed. “Livia, stop. I can’t make love to you.”

	She smiled patiently at him. “That’s okay. I’m making love to you.”

	He frowned as she started unbuttoning his shirt.

	Adron opened his mouth to protest, but then she dipped her head to his neck. He sucked his breath in as her tongue gently laved his skin. And as she nibbled and licked his flesh, she unbuttoned his pants, slid her hand down, and took his swollen cock into her hand.

	His head light, he couldn’t speak while she caressed him. Couldn’t move. All he could do was feel her making love to him . . .

	He trembled as she blazed a scorching trail down his chest with her mouth. Slowly, carefully. Her touch blistered him and went so much deeper than his skin.

	It touched his soul.

	His eyes shuttered, he watched her while she licked and nibbled the flesh of his stomach, and when she took him into her mouth, he thought he’d die from the pleasure of it.

	Her dark hair fanned out across his lap as he buried his hand in her soft curls and watched her teasing him.

	Adron ground his teeth as her tongue and mouth massaged him from base to tip. She was relentless in her tasting.

	Never had he felt anything like it. Her actions were so selfless, so kind.

	Why would she care?

	Why would she do this for him?

	I love you.

	Her heartfelt words tore through him. No woman had ever said that to him before.

	Only her.

	And for his life, he couldn’t understand what about him she could possibly find lovable. Or even tolerable, never mind desirable.

	The woman was insane.

	But she touched him on a level that defied explanation. A level he’d never known before. Throwing his head back against the pillows, he growled as he released himself into her mouth.

	Still, she didn’t pull away. Not until he was completely weak and spent.

	His breathing ragged, he stared at her in awe. “I can’t believe you did that for me.”

	“I told you, Adron, I love you. I would do anything to make you happy.”

	“Then kiss me.”

	She did.

	Livia moaned as he ran his hand under her shirt and gently squeezed her breast. Bracing her arms on each side of him, she carefully straddled him while making sure not to put any pressure on his chest or abdomen. Theo’s warnings had been explicit, and she would never do anything to hurt him.

	Adron cupped her head with one hand while he reached around behind her with the other one and released her bra.

	“I love the way you feel in my arms,” he whispered against her lips. “I love the way you look when your cheeks are flushed and your eyes are bright.”

	He skimmed his hand down over her breasts, to her stomach and the down to where she ached for him. “And I love the way you look when you come for me.” He gave her a tender smile. “You make me feel like a man again, Livia. You make me whole.”

	Shamelessly, she rubbed herself against him. And when she came, she cried out from it.

	Adron smiled at her then and held her close.

	They spent the rest of the day lying naked in each other’s arms, caressing and stroking, and just talking about absolutely nothing important.

	It was the best day of Adron’s life, and he kept her up until the wee hours of the morning for fear of it ending.

	That day was followed by three more days of bliss.

	Adron was constantly amazed by the woman whom fate had miraculously thrown into his life. She was funny, intelligent, and so incredibly giving that it cut him up inside. It pained him to think of her spending the rest of her vivacious life strapped to him as he slowly decayed.

	“Hi.”

	He looked up from the book he was reading to see her standing in the doorway. Her hair was still damp from her bath, and her eyes glowed mischievously.

	“Hi,” he said hesitantly. There was no telling what that look might mean. If he’d learned anything about her, it was to expect the unexpected.

	She walked slowly toward the bed. “Would you like to go out for a bit today?”

	Yes, he would. More than she’d ever know. But he was in too much pain. Even holding the electronic reader in his hand, which weighed only a few ounces, was hard for him. “I can’t.”

	“C’mon, Adron. You told me your therapist said you needed more exercise.”

	“Yeah, but not today. My leg’s too stiff. Why don’t you call Zarina?”

	“Because I’d rather be with you.”

	The woman was the biggest fool he’d ever known.

	She sat down beside him on the bed. “Here.” She placed her hands on his knee.

	Adron tensed as warmth from her hands seeped into his leg. After a few seconds, all pain was gone and his knee felt like it had before Kyr had torn him apart. “How do you do that?”

	“My mother taught me. She comes from a long line of great healers.” She gently massaged his knee and leg, which made another part of him swell and ache. “I wish I could get you to her. She’d be able to heal you in an instant.”

	“Really?”

	She looked askance at him. “You don’t believe me?”

	“Let’s just say I have a hefty dose of skepticism. I have three friends who are Trisani, and not even they were able to repair me.”

	“Really?”

	He nodded. “Not even Nero or Trajen, and they’re the most powerful Trisani I’ve ever heard of. Or even my uncle, for that matter. They were sick for days after trying to repair me. After that, I quit believing in anything.”

	She rolled her eyes at him. “Feeling better now?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then join me. I’d love to have the pleasure of you this afternoon.”

	How could he say no to that? Besides, he hated being home all the time. It was why he’d installed the heavy blinds over his windows—he didn’t want to see the beauty of what he couldn’t enjoy. Looking outside on gorgeous days was nothing but torture that reminded him of how often he’d jogged and played without any thought of a time when he wouldn’t be able to do that anymore.

	He left the bed but didn’t go far before she stopped him. “You still have to use your cane. I don’t want you back in the hospital.”

	He growled as she handed it him. “I hate this thing.”

	“I know.” She wrapped her arms around his and took him outside for the first time since he’d returned from the hospital.

	He blinked against the bright sunshine that was harsh against eyes that weren’t used to being in it. “So, where are we going?”

	She hailed a transport. “I want to go to the park.”

	“Why?”

	She leaned forward impishly. “Because, and I know this is a new concept for you, we might actually have fun. Can you imagine? You might even smile, and the world could come to an end over it.”

	He touched her cheek and watched the way her eyes sparkled with life. “I’ve never allowed anyone to talk to me the way you do.”

	“That’s what Zarina said last night. She also said she was amazed I was still breathing.”

	He laughed at her as the transport pulled up. It was true. As an assassin, he’d had a notoriously short fuse on his temper. But for some reason he tolerated her gentle teasing.

	She slid into the transport first, and he took a little longer to get inside. While he adjusted the cane, she typed the address into the monitor. Her smile warmed him as the car took off and she held his hand.

	Gods, her hand was so tiny compared to his. So frail. Yet she stood strong against him when no one else would. His temper didn’t frighten her.

	Nothing did. And that amazed him most.

	Once they reached the park, he allowed Livia to lead him toward the large pond where children and adults were fishing, swimming, and skipping waves. He hadn’t been here in at least a decade. But back in the day, he, Jayce, and Devyn had spent many an hour scoping out women and playing toss here whenever they’d come and visit with their cousins.

	It was why he’d chosen to live on Kirovar after what had happened, instead of staying in his father’s empires. He was close enough to his family to keep them from screaming at him, and yet far enough that they wouldn’t intrude on him every single day.

	Here where his Uncle Bastien and Aunt Ember ruled, they kept tabs on him so that his mother and father wouldn’t worry.  Yet he had enough freedom from his cloying family that he could breathe past their overprotective suffocation. 

	This was the only place where he felt like he had any real freedom since the night he’d traded his life for a stranger’s.

	Livia paused next to a rental station. “Want to try a paddleboat?”

	He scoffed at the mere idea. “I’m too old for a paddleboat.”

	“You’re thirty-five, Adron. Not an ancient by any stretch of the imagination.”

	“I’m too old for a paddleboat,” he reiterated with more venom than he’d intended. “And even if I weren’t, I couldn’t pedal it, anyway.” Which was why he was so angry. He didn’t want another reminder of how crippled he was.

	“I’ll do it.”

	He curled his lip. “I’m not helpless.”

	She glared at him as the color rushed to her cheeks. “I know that. It’s okay to let others help you from time to time, Adron. Why are you so afraid of it?”

	He clenched his teeth and looked away.

	She took his chin in her hand and turned his head back so that he met her questing gaze. “Answer me.”

	Rage clouded his vision as agony coiled inside him, and he saw his future with a clarity that sickened him. “You want to know what I’m afraid of? I’m afraid every morning when I wake up that this will be the day when I can no longer move for myself. I know it’s coming. It’s just a matter of time until I have no choice, except to have someone else clothe me, feed me. Change my diaper. And I can’t stand it.”

	“Then why don’t you kill yourself? Why are you still here?”

	Before he could stop himself, the truth poured out. “Because every time I think of doing that, I can hear my family praying over me while I was in the hospital. I hear my mata weeping, my paka begging me not to die on them.” He swallowed. “I could never intentionally hurt them that way. It would devastate them both, and while I’m a pathetic asshole, I’m not that selfish.”

	The love in her eyes scorched him. “You are the strongest man I’ve ever known.”

	“Weakest fool, you mean.”

	She shook her head and gave him a tender smile. “Come, husband. We’re going to have fun even if it kills you.” She stopped at the kiosk and rented a paddleboat, then led him to it.

	Reluctantly, he got inside and let her take them out to the center of the pond where he could feel the sun warming his pale skin. Gah, I must look ghastly. He’d lived inside so long that his skin had none of the tone it used to.

	She looked up and smiled. “It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it?”

	Adron leaned back and stared at the sky to see what about it made her so happy. The light blue was covered in soft, white clouds, and the warmth of the sun felt good on his skin. She was right, it was exquisite. “It’s okay.”

	She huffed at him. “You’re such a pessimist.”

	In spite of himself, Adron ran a hand down her bare arm that was exposed by her sleeveless tunic. He touched the faint scar on her shoulder and frowned. Most of her back and hips were covered with whip scars, and every time he saw them, he wanted the throat of whomever had hurt her. “Who beat you?”

	A hint of sadness flashed on her face and regretted that he’d tainted her happiness. She quickly recovered as she dangled one hand in the water. “My father.”

	“Why?”

	She leaned forward and whispered as if imparting a great secret to him. “Brace yourself. I know you’re going to have a hard time believing this, but I tend not to do what other people want me to.”

	Smiling at her dire tone, he laced his hand through her hair. “I think I like that about you.”

	“So not what you said to me yesterday.”

	“Yesterday I was stupid, and I’ll probably be stupid again later today and tomorrow . . . and probably many more times in the future.”

	“Then it’s a good thing I ignore you.”

	He laughed—something he hadn’t been able to do in a really long time. Which was another reason for him to be grateful to her.

	Livia watched the way Adron leaned back on his elbows as he stared at her. His white shirt was pulled taut over the muscles of his stomach and chest. His broad shoulders were thrown back, his biceps flexed with the promise of leashed strength and power while the wind teased his white-blond queue.

	Goodness, he was gorgeous even with the scar on his cheek. How devastating could one man be?

	And it wasn’t just his looks. There was a regal air that clung to him. One that was at odds with the soldier he’d once been. She had a hard time reconciling those two parts of his past. “Tell me something . . .” She paused her pedaling. “Why was a royal heir in the League?”

	He scratched his chin before he answered. “I wasn’t the heir at the time I enlisted.”

	That surprised her. “No?”

	“No. My older sister was first in line . . . at least for the Triosans. And the Andarions consider military service part of their culture. So to them, I had to serve anyway. Either in their military or the League.” The pained expression on his face was profound and went deeper than the one he wore when his body hurt him.

	“What happened to your sister?”

	He winced. “She and our paka fought over Thia’s choice of a fiancé. In a fit of anger, she stormed out of the palace and vanished. All of us have been trying to find her for years, but we’ve had no word of her. We don’t know if she married him, died, or . . . something worse.”

	“I’m so sorry, Adron.”

	He didn’t speak as he glanced away, but his grief reached out to her and made her sorry that she’d asked.

	Now it all made sense to her. That was the real reason he hadn’t killed himself even though he didn’t really want to live. His family had already lost one child, and he’d seen their grief firsthand.

	Had felt it himself.

	“You must miss her.”

	“All the time. She used to arm-wrestle me to the ground and kick my butt every time I went into her room.”

	She smiled at the teasing in his voice.

	A tic started in his jaw. “She was the best confidant I had growing up. I could tell her anything and know it would never reach the ears of my parents. No matter how much shit I got into, Thia was always there for me.”

	She reached out and took his hand into hers. “Tell me something, Adron. Something you’ve never shared with anyone else. Not even Thia.”

	He stroked her fingers with his thumb and waited so long to respond that at first she thought he was refusing. Finally, he gave her a sheepish grin. “I’m the one who glued Zarina to the toilet seat when she was seven.”

	Livia burst out laughing. “I was serious.”

	“I am, too. I’d meant to get Jayce, but she made a mad dash for the room and ran into it before he did. Poor Taryn ended up taking the blame for it.”

	“And you never confessed?”

	His expression was one of absolute horror. “If you’d ever seen my paka truly angry, you’d know the answer to that. I was only fifteen, and Zarina was just a tiny kid who wouldn’t go the bathroom for months after that without someone testing the seat for her.

	“My paka was a giant to me back then. Not to mention the fact that you never knew when his assassin’s training was going to kick in and override all paternal instincts—not that it ever did, but there was always that fear back in the day that he could mentally snap and break one of us in half. Given his wrath over it, there was no way in hell I was going to confess.”

	“So, what happened to Taryn?”

	“He was restricted from playing ball for the whole summer season.”

	Livia frowned. “That doesn’t seem so bad a punishment. Why were you afraid to own up to it?”

	“Because I knew my paka would punish me twice as severely since I not only did it, but I let someone else pay for it. My paka’s a firm believer in justice.” He squeezed her hand. “It was a cowardly thing, I know, and I spent the whole summer staying home with Taryn trying to make it up to him.”

	“Did he know you were the one who did it?”

	He shook his head. “No. Like I said, only Thia and Devyn ever kept my confidences, and even then, I didn’t trust them with that one. It’s always been my guilty secret.”

	And now it was hers, too.

	It made her warm inside that he’d trusted her with it.

	His grip tightened on her hand. “What about you? Who were you running from at The Golden Crona?”

	Her face flamed as he brought back a memory she’d done her best to bury. “It was horrible. My father was going to marry me to Clypper Thoran.”

	He gaped incredulously. “The Giradonal Governor?”

	“Yes.”

	Adron frowned as he stared at her. “Good Lord, he’s what? A hundred and fifty?”

	“Eighty-two.”

	He shuddered. “Your father was going to marry you to an eighty-two-year-old man?”

	She nodded, grateful that he shared the same repugnance she’d had over the event. “He wants a trade agreement with them, and Clypper wanted a virginal wife.”

	He let out a long, audible breath. “No wonder you didn’t mind me getting stuck with me. One way or another, you were bound to end up as some man’s nursemaid.”

	She lost her temper at him then. “You know, I’m tired of your self-pity. Instead of thinking of all the things you no longer have, you should concentrate on what you do have.”

	“And what is that?”

	“A family who loves you. All of them. And though your body is damaged, at least your mind isn’t.”

	“Yeah well, trapped in an invalid body happens to be my worst nightmare.”

	Livia glared at him. “I would rather be crippled than mindless. My worst fear is ending up as a vegetable, trapped in a whole, sound body. So, from where I’m sitting, you have nothing to complain about.”

	His frown deepened. “Why would you fear something like that?”

	“I saw my grandmother die that way. It was terrible. She lay comatose in a hospital bed, hooked to monitors and machines for almost a year before they finally let her die. Even though she’d told everyone that she didn’t want to live with that indignity, that she wanted to be free to die. No one listened.”

	“Why did they do that?”

	“Because they couldn’t let her go.” Her look intensified. “If your mind was gone, Adron, you couldn’t be here with me now. You wouldn’t be able to see the sky above us, hear the children laughing or anything else. You’d be trapped in cold, awful darkness with nothing.”

	Adron flinched as his mind conjured a perfect picture of the horror she described. “Okay.” It was too gruesome even for him to contemplate. “You made a good a point.” She’d obviously given this a lot of thought. “You’re right, I am a self-pitying bastard. But I’ll endeavor to be a little less so.”

	“Promise?”

	“As long as you’re with me, yes.”

	“Good, because I have no intention of leaving you.”

	Adron scowled at her choice of words. Not that he doubted her, it was just that fate had a way of slapping down all the best intentions, and a weird premonition went through his mind.

	It was one of her dying, and that was the only thing that could still frighten him.
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Chapter 5

	W


	eeks went by as Adron tried to keep his word to her. Some days it was easier than others. And today it was particularly difficult.

	“Come on, Adron,” his therapist said as she increased the weight on his leg. “You can lift it.”

	Grinding his teeth against the pain, he hated the patronizing tone Sheena always used whenever he worked out. Like a mother coaxing a small child to eat his vegetables.

	“That’s it. You’re doing fine. Good boy.”

	“Go to hell,” he snarled.

	“Adron!” Livia snapped at him as she came forward to stand beside him. “Behave!”

	Adron curled his lip. This was the first time he’d allowed her to come with him to his therapy in the hospital. And if she kept that tone up, it’d be the last.

	Sheena smiled at her good-naturedly. “It’s all right. He says that to me a lot. I’ve learned to ignore it.”

	Livia reached out and took his hand in hers. Adron’s heart pounded at the softness of her touch.

	Gods, he’d gotten so used to her. Had become dependent on having her with him . . . and that terrified him more than anything else.

	What would he do if he ever lost her?

	She narrowed her eyes at him. “You play nice.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” Holding her hand over his heart, he nodded. And then he lifted his leg even though it felt like it was shredding every muscle he had.

	Sheena’s smile widened. “See, I knew you could do it.”

	He ignored her.

	She moved to the next machine. “Okay, let’s try some pulls now.”

	Adron let go of Livia and sat up slowly. But no sooner was he upright than he felt the familiar burning in his chest. Two seconds later, his nose started bleeding and he coughed up blood.

	“Damn it,” he snarled as Sheena grabbed a towel and handed it to him. He lay back down while Sheena called for Theo.

	Without a single word, Livia brushed his hair back from his damp forehead. The tenderness of her touch and look scorched him. And it made him yearn even more for a way to love her as she deserved to be loved.

	“Are you okay?”

	He held the towel to his nose and mouth. “I just damaged another internal organ. Who knows which one. Since they’re all pretty much soup, it could be . . .”

	His voice trailed off as Theo came in with a gurney and three orderlies.

	Theo shook his head. “You know, Adron, if you want to spend the night with me, there are easier ways of going about it. You could just ask.”

	He wasn’t amused by Theo’s playfulness as the orderlies picked him up and placed him on the gurney. “I want to go home.”

	“Maybe tomorrow.” Theo put an oxygen mask on his face.

	Adron pulled it off.

	Livia put it back on.

	Adron met her gaze.

	“I’ll call your parents.” Holding his hand, she walked beside him as the orderlies pushed him through the all-too-familiar hallways.

	When they reached the scanning room, Adron reluctantly let go of her.

	Livia’s heart was heavy as she watched the doors close behind him. How she wished she had her mother’s healing powers. Her mother could make him whole again.

	So, could you.

	True, but if she did, she’d lose him forever. It was something she couldn’t do no matter what because in the end, she was too selfish to heal him if it meant losing him.

	He’s in constant pain . . .

	And that broke her heart, but not as much as it would break if he lived a whole life without her.

	Adron lay in bed, listening to the monitors whirring and beeping. It was absolute misery to be stuck in this cold, sterile place.

	Alone.

	There was nothing he hated more than hospitals. Even worse, Livia had left him a little over an hour ago to run some errand she swore couldn’t wait.

	Disgusted, he watched his vitals flash on the screen. He’d watch the monitor, but there was nothing on. Gah, time moved so slowly when there was nothing to do. His father was in a meeting. His mother off with his sister.

	No one knew where his brothers were, and here he stayed. He’d been desperate enough to even text after his cousins.

	All too busy to take a minute and visit.

	Because they had lives.

	Stop feeling sorry for yourself.

	That was easier said than done when there was nothing else to do. And for the last eight years, this had made up the majority of his life.

	“Damn, what did you do to him?”

	Adron scowled as he heard one of the twins’ voices. He looked to the door to see both Taryn and Tiernan coming in with Livia. All of them had their arms full of bags and boxes.

	“I didn’t do anything.” She set her bags down on the floor, then popped Taryn, whose hair was longer, playfully on his arm. “And you promised me you’d behave.”

	Tiernan laughed as he set his box on the chair next to the bed. “Like that’ll happen.”

	Adron’s frown deepened. “What are you people doing?”

	His brothers pointed to Livia. “She did it,” they said in unison.

	“Did what?”

	She responded by opening up the box in Tiernan’s hands. “You two get this set up while I work on the other box.”

	Adron huffed as they ignored him, until he realized what they were doing. They were turning his hospital room into something that resembled a hotel.

	Tiernan hung dark curtains while Taryn set up a reading light next to the bed. Livia handed him his reader.

	Unable to speak past the lump in his throat over her thoughtfulness, he pulled her toward him so that he could kiss her.

	“Ah, gah, people, please. We’re in here with you. Do you mind? Could you not be so affectionate until we leave?”

	“Yeah,” Taryn agreed. “I have a shipment to make tonight and can’t afford to be blind from my older brother groping his wife in front of me.” He shuddered. “It reminds me of walking in on Jayce when he was a teenager, getting out of the shower. I’m still having violent flashbacks.”

	Tiernan snorted. “Please. That I could take. Try walking in on Thia on the can. I swear I tried to get both Nero and Jullien to erase my memories of that.”

	Taryn arched a brow. “Why didn’t they?”

	“Jullien refused by saying that with his luck he’d give me more brain damage and paka would kill him.”

	Taryn laughed. “That sounds like Basha Dagger.”

	Giving him an irritated smirk, Tiernan continued. “Nero tried. Instead of erasing that, he undid three weeks of chemistry class. I damn near flunked over it.”

	Tiernan laughed harder as he stepped down from the chair. “Knowing Nero, he probably did it on purpose.”

	Livia’s eyes were bright. “Are they always this entertaining when they’re together?”

	“Depends.”

	“On?”

	“Whether or not they’re plotting against you. Taryn’s like a head injury. He’s only funny when it happens to someone else. And Tiernan . . . I think there’s now a permanent hurricane on Chrinon VI named after him.”

	She burst out laughing.

	The twins sobered.

	Taryn gave her an incredulous stare. “Thank you, Liv.”

	“For what?”

	Tiernan answered for him. “For making Adron human again. It’s been a long time.”

	“Screw you, Tier.” But Adron had to give her credit, too. It’d been too long since he’d teased with his family or with anyone else like this.

	“Yeah, bro, since when was Adron ever human? More like a festering subspecies of some kind. You know. Like a pimple on the ass of a warthog.”

	Adron tossed a pillow at Taryn, who caught it and laughed. “You better be glad I’m strapped down.”

	Taryn threw the pillow back at him.

	It rebounded off his head. Adron hissed and threw himself back as if in pain.

	The three of them ran to his side.

	Taryn reached him first. “Do I need to call a nurse?”

	Adron laughed at them as they surrounded him with terror in their eyes. “You are all so gullible.”

	Tiernan let out a sound of extreme disgust. “You bastard. I thought you were actually hurt.”

	Taryn picked the pillow up and beat him with it. “I hate you.”

	Adron snatched the pillow out of his hands. “You suck too.” As he tried to put it back behind him, Livia took it from his hands and placed it where he wanted.

	“You’re all terrible. I feel sorry for your poor mother having to referee all of you. It’s a wonder she has any sanity left.”

	Taryn grinned. “Personally, I’m not sure she does.”

	Suddenly exhausted from the activity, Adron leaned back and watched as they put his room together. When it was done, his brothers left, and Livia pulled the new padded chair closer to his bed.

	“You need anything else?”

	He smiled warmly at her. “Yeah. You not to leave.”

	“I’m right here.”

	And right there she stayed for the entire week he was sentenced to his hellhole. Even though it was selfish of him, he loved it, and her presence there made time fly in a way it never had before.

	Once it was over and they were back in his apartment, he took her to bed and didn’t emerge except to attend basic needs like food and drink.

	 

	Livia came awake slowly. She blinked her eyes open to find herself lying in bed, wrapped in her husband’s arms.

	Adron was still asleep, but even so, he had a tight grip on her as if he were afraid she’d vanish.

	Smiling, she picked his hand up and placed a kiss over his scarred knuckles.

	Then she heard someone in the outer room. At first, she assumed it was the cleaning lady who came twice a week, until she heard one of the twins call Adron’s name.

	“Hey, bud.” He threw open the door. “I need . . .” Tiernan took one look at them lying naked in the bed and turned around to give them his back.

	“Sorry, Livia. I assumed by three o’clock in the afternoon the two of you would be up and about.”

	Adron rubbed his stubbled cheek against her shoulder as he came awake. “I need to learn to lock my bedroom door.”

	She laughed.

	Tiernan made a sound of agitation. “I’m going to go out here and wait until you two get dressed.”

	Adron brushed his hand over her hair, and she felt his erection against her hip. “Why don’t you keep walking until you get to the other side of the front door?”

	“Ha, ha.” Tiernan paused in the doorway and turned back toward them. “By the way, your wife has a great body.”

	Heat exploded across her face as Tiernan shut the door.

	Adron gave her a stern frown. “Say the word, and I’ll kill him for you.”

	She smiled. “It’s okay. If you did that, Taryn would miss him.”

	“Hardly. He’d probably fall down in gratitude. You know, when they were babies, Tiernan used to shove Taryn down and grab his bottle away, then drink it.”

	“No, he didn’t. Tiernan’s too sweet to do something so mean.”

	He scoffed. “Don’t let Tiernan’s polite, mild-mannered demeanor fool you. He’s every bit as lethal as Taryn, and he hits twice as hard. Take it from someone with firsthand experience. The only difference is, unlike Taryn and his pirate garb, Tiernan will be in a suit when he cuts your throat. No one expects an ambassador to go bad on your ass, but believe me, Tiernan’s not a pacifist. I’d put him up against any assassin the League ever trained . . . including me in my prime.”

	She still had a hard time believing that. There was an aura about Taryn that said he could be vicious if provoked. But Tiernan . . . he was like an adorable brother who never lost patience with anyone.

	With a low groan, Adron rolled over slowly and reached for his injector and medicine on the nightstand.

	Livia cringed as he gave himself a shot in the stomach. How she wished he didn’t have to do that every few hours. But it was either that or his body locked up with so much pain that he couldn’t move at all.

	Unfortunately, he would have to do it for the rest of his life.

	His features strained by the effort, he left the bed and dressed. Every few minutes, he had to pause and wait for the pain to pass before he could resume dressing. She wanted to offer to help, but he wouldn’t appreciate it.

	That had been the first lesson she’d learned with him. 

	By the time he finished, his brow was damp with sweat from the strain. He gave her a sheepish look before he grabbed his cane and left the room.

	While he went to speak to his brother, she headed into the bathroom for a shower.

	She took her time, letting the hot water cascade over her skin, until she felt someone watching her bathe. Turning around, she saw Adron leaning against the wall, staring straight at her.

	She dropped the cloth in her hand. “You startled me.”

	“Sorry, I didn’t mean to. I was just wishing I could join you.”

	It amazed her how comfortable she’d become around him when she was naked. Her nudity had long since ceased to bother her. As did his. In fact, she’d learned every dip and curve of his tawny flesh. Every scar.

	She glanced over to the tub a few feet away where he took his baths. “Want me to join you?”

	He smiled. “Yes, I do.”

	Livia turned the shower off, then ran a tub full of water. Adron got in first, then pulled her in on top of him.

	“Careful,” she warned as a wave of panic went through her. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

	“You could never hurt me.” He claimed her lips with his.

	Livia moaned. Oh, but she would never get tired of his kisses. His touch.

	Adron pulled back to stare at her in awe. Her lips were swollen from his kiss and her cheeks red from his whiskers. He ran his hand over her ravaged skin, hating that he’d chafed it.

	“I’m sorry about that.” He reached for his razor in the cubbyhole in the wall above his head.

	She sat beside him, watching him shave with a frown on her face. “Wouldn’t that be easier with a mirror?”

	“Probably.”

	“Then why don’t you use one?”

	He paused and looked away from her as his gut knotted. “I don’t like looking in mirrors, and I damn sure don’t want to do it first thing every morning.” It was bad enough to catch sight of his mangled face accidentally. The last thing he wanted to do was look at it on purpose.

	She took the razor from his hand, and to his shock, she shaved the mutilated side of his face. “You are incredibly handsome.”

	Adron stared at her doubtfully. “When I was younger, I was really vain about it. Zarina used to tease me that I looked at my reflection so much that one day the Dagger Ixur was going to come and steal my face.” He dropped his gaze to the floor. “I guess she was right. He did.”

	“Dagger Ixur?”

	“Andarion boogey man.”

	Livia scoffed at him while she rinsed the soap from his face. “I think you’re gorgeous.”

	“I think you’re insane.”

	She shook her head as she started shaving his other cheek. “You know, there is a bright side to all you’ve suffered.”

	“And that is?”

	She hesitated as if gathering her thoughts. “Tell me truthfully, Adron. If Kyr hadn’t scarred you, would you have taken me home that night at The Golden Crona? Would you have even looked twice at me?”

	Adron opened his mouth to deny it, but he couldn’t. She was right. She was beautiful to him now, a vital part of his life. But she wasn’t the kind of woman he’d chased after when he was single. Like Zarina had said, he’d been a vain asshole. Though Livia was pretty and sweet, she wasn’t one of the tall, sleek shallow bitches he’d been attracted to. The kind of women who knew how to tease and torment a guy with their looks and body.

	The truth was, as pretty as she was, he would never have looked twice at her before Kyr had crippled him.

	That thought cut him all the way to his soul. How could he have been so stupid as to not look any deeper than the surface?

	And she deserved someone much better than him.

	“I wish I could be whole for you . . . I wish I could hold you and dance with you, take you in my arms and make love to you the way I want to.”

	“And I’m just grateful I have you at all. It’s not your body or face that I love, Adron. It’s your heart, your soul, and your mind.”

	He trembled at her words, then pulled her to him and kissed her. She moved carefully into his lap.

	Adron nibbled her lips as he felt her sliding her hand over his shoulders, down his arms.

	She lifted her hips, then impaled herself on him. They moaned simultaneously.

	Bracing her hands on the edge of the tub, she rode him slow and easy, making him blind from the pleasure of her body surrounding his. And for the first time, he was grateful to Kyr. Grateful that the bastard had opened his eyes . . .

	Grateful he’d found his Livia.

	God help him if anything should happen to her. She was the one thing he could never lose. The one thing that could truly destroy him.

	His throat tight, he watched her as she climaxed in his arms. The pleasure on her face tore through him. And as he felt her body tighten around him, he surrendered himself to his own release.

	Livia started to collapse against his chest, then barely caught herself before she hurt him. She smiled at him, but she saw the turmoil in his eyes, felt him go rigid over her action. It always hurt him when he realized the frailness of his body.

	She would give anything to remove that look from him forever.

	Would you give your life?

	That was the question that haunted her every day. And what scared her most was that the answer was starting to become yes. She’d much rather he have his happiness than her.

	“I love you,” she whispered.

	As usual, he said nothing as he shifted away from her.

	Livia sighed. She hadn’t meant to hurt his feelings. But it was too late. He was closed off from her again.
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Chapter 6

	B


	y the time they dressed, it was nearly dinnertime.

	“You want to go out to eat?”

	Adron’s question startled her. It was so unlike him to volunteer to leave. Normally, she had to pull him out while he threatened and protested every step of the way.

	She wanted to go eat, but he’d been doing really well with his pain today. He’d taken only half his normal dosage of medication. The last thing she wanted was to tax his strength and make him hurt again. And going out with her always made him tense. He didn’t like the way people stared at his face or his cane.

	But it was nice of him to offer.

	“No, it’s okay.”

	He looked at her skeptically and used her words against her. “C’mon, you can’t spend your life locked in this apartment. The fresh air will be good for you.”

	“Are you sure you feel up to it?”

	“Truthfully? I hate being stuck here all the time. I was never a homebody before.”

	“Yeah, but I know how much you loathe being in public.”

	He shrugged. “I’ve learned to like going out with you. People don’t bother me as much as they used to. And I don’t really see them when I’m with you, anyway. I’d much rather look at you than anyone else.”

	How could she say no to that?

	“Okay.” She got up and put on her shoes while Adron got her coat and held it for her.

	They didn’t go far, just a few sectors over to a quaint restaurant she’d discovered with Zarina and his mother and cousin, Brand Cabarro, a few weeks ago.

	Adron sat beside her with his arm draped over the back of her chair as they waited for their food. For some reason he liked to twist a lock of her hair around his forefinger. She wasn’t even sure if he realized how much he did it . . . if he even knew he did it at all. But anytime she was near him, he played with her hair.

	And it always warmed her.

	“I don’t believe it.”

	Adron went rigid at the unfamiliar deep voice.

	Livia turned her head to see a man who looked so incredibly similar to her husband that she knew he must be the elusive brother, Jayce—the only member of Adron’s family she had yet to meet.

	Jayce’s green eyes were warm with friendship as he paused beside her chair. His long blond hair was braided down his back, and he wore a black League assassin’s street uniform. Something so dark, it seemed to absorb light. Dark-red daggers were engraved down the sleeves, and each was topped by a crown that marked him as the most lethal of his kind. A command assassin of the first order.

	But for his playful eyes, he would have been terrifying to meet. They, however, softened his features and made him appear almost human.

	Smiling, he extended a gloved hand to her. “You must be Livia. It’s great to finally meet you. My parents think the world of you.”

	Before she could move or speak, Adron knocked his arm away. “You’re not welcome here. Why don’t you slink off into the hole you crawled out of?”

	Jayce curled his lip. “Oh, that’s real original and mature. Why don’t you call me Mr. Stinky Pants while you’re at it?”

	“Fuck you.”

	A tic worked in Jayce’s jaw. To his credit, he kept his cool and took a deep breath before he spoke again. “Look, can’t we just put the past behind us and be brothers again?”

	Adron’s response was so crude that it sent heat over her face.

	Jayce went flush with his rage. “Fine, wallow in your self-pity, you disgusting asshole.”

	He turned to leave.

	“That’s right,” Adron snarled, “turn your back on me, you coward. That’s what you were always best at.”

	Jayce whirled about and grabbed Adron out of his chair.

	Livia gasped as she rose to her feet to stop them. “You need to let him go.”

	Jayce ignored her. “Don’t you ever call me a coward. You, of all men, know those are fighting words.”

	But Adron didn’t back down, and the hatred in his eyes was searing. “Why not? It’s true, isn’t it? You dare wear a League uniform, yet you betrayed your oath to them, and you betrayed your oath to me. You are nothing but a self-righteous coward.”

	After that, everything happened in a blur.

	Jayce bellowed, then swung.

	Adron ducked and caught Jayce a staggering blow against his jaw.

	Trained and honed as an assassin, Jayce acted on pure instinct as he returned the blow with one of his own. A fist straight into Adron’s heart. It was so fierce it would have been debilitating on a healthy man.

	On Adron . . .

	Livia heard the horrendous sound of bones breaking. The force of the blow knocked Adron back into the table.

	Before he hit the floor, Livia knew he was seriously injured.

	“Oh, God, Adron,” Jayce gasped as he knelt beside him. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to. It was completely reflexive. Oh, God, I’m sorry.”

	Adron couldn’t answer.

	Livia watched, horrified by the paleness of Adron’s face as his breath rattled loosely in his chest. She’d never seen panic in Adron’s eyes, but she saw it now, and that scared her most of all.

	Jayce called for an MT unit, but it was too late. Adron’s breathing was growing shallower by the heartbeat. He started coughing up blood.

	Livia cupped his face in her hands.

	Adron touched her arm and tried to memorize her features before he died. He should never have provoked Jayce. His brother had always had a hair trigger on his temper.

	Just like him.

	But now it was too late. Jayce had finally done the one thing he was supposed to have done when he found him lying in the Dumpster.

	He’d killed him.

	Adron reached up and placed a hand to Livia’s soft, creamy cheek. His angel of mercy. At a time when he’d wanted to die, she alone had given him a reason to live.

	He didn’t want to leave her. Couldn’t stand the thought of not having her with him.

	But it wasn’t meant to be.

	Her face faded from his sight, and then everything went black.

	 

	“No!” Livia screamed as his hand fell from her face and he went limp in her arms. “Don’t you dare leave me!”

	But it was too late. His skin was already discoloring.

	Jayce laid him on the floor and prepared to resuscitate him.

	“Damn it!” The agonized cry tore through her as Jayce realized he couldn’t give him CPR. Adron’s body couldn’t sustain it.

	In that instant, Livia did the only thing she knew to do. She reached down deep inside her and summoned all the power she possessed. She didn’t care what it cost her. She couldn’t live without Adron. And if it meant her own life, so be it.

	Almost instantly, her hands were hot. Hotter than they’d ever been before. She placed them against Adron’s chest and willed her life force into him.

	Jayce shielded his eyes as an unbelievably bright orange halo surrounded Adron’s body.

	 

	Adron came awake with a jolt. At first, he thought he was dead. There was no pain anywhere in him.

	His body felt strange. Different.

	It felt whole.

	Then he became aware of Jayce touching his face and of a strange weight on his chest.

	“Adron?” Jayce gasped in disbelief.

	Looking down, Adron realized the weight on his chest was Livia.

	His heart pounding, he sat straight up with an agility he hadn’t possessed in eight years.

	And in that instant, he knew what she’d done. She’d healed him.

	Again.

	As he pulled her into his arms, he saw his blood-covered hand and scowled at it in disbelief. His scars were completely gone.

	Not even the scars on his knuckles remained. What had she done?

	“Livia?” He held her against him.

	She didn’t answer. It was like she was . . .

	Dead.

	Adron tilted her head and saw the ghostly paleness of her face.

	“Livia?” He tried again, shaking her gently.

	She didn’t respond.

	Jayce tried to help, but he pushed him back. He didn’t want anyone touching her. “Livia? Please talk to me. Please.”

	The MTs came in, and he reluctantly released her to their care.

	More terrified than he’d ever been in his life, he followed them out of the restaurant and to the lift that would take them to the hospital and climbed inside.

	Helpless, he went with them, watching them work on her to keep her alive and then was banned as they carried her into the hospital and refused to let him pass through the doorways where they took her.

	For the first time in years, Adron sat in the antiseptic waiting room while Theo tended Livia. He finally understood some of what his parents had felt while they waited for word of his multiple operations.

	The fear and uncertainty tore him apart. And he and Livia had known each other only a short time.

	How much worse must this have been for his parents?

	His siblings?

	“Adron?”

	He looked up as his parents joined him. His mother’s eyes brimmed with tears as she took his face in her hands and touched his undamaged cheek. “What happened to your scar?”

	Jayce, who’d followed them separately to the hospital and had stayed like a ghost in a corner while he waited in silence, answered. “Livia cured him. I don’t know how she did it, but one minute he was practically dead and the next, he was perfectly fine.”

	His father frowned. “What did the doctor say about you?”

	Adron pulled back from his mother’s touch. “He wants to do tests on me later.” But he didn’t give a damn about himself.

	Livia was all that mattered.

	His mother nodded. “Did you call her parents?”

	Adron’s chest tightened at the memory. “I tried. Her father told me she was no longer his concern and he didn’t care what happened to her.”

	Disgust contorted his mother’s beautiful face. “How could he?”

	Adron shrugged. He didn’t really want to talk at the moment. Then again, Livia was the only person he liked talking to, period.

	Please don’t die . . .

	The pain of the thought of being alone again was all he could focus on. Everything else was insignificant.

	Maybe that was selfish, but it just seemed wrong that someone as precious and giving as her should die like this.

	Saving an asshole like him.

	It wouldn’t be right.

	His father smiled as he passed a glance from Adron to Jayce. “It’s good to see the two of you in the same room without bloodshed.”

	Adron exchanged a wary, shamed look with Jayce. This was all his fault. If he’d just left Jayce alone, none of this would have happened.

	I killed her . . .

	Jayce turned away.

	His parents went to get something to drink.

	Once they were alone, Jayce finally approached him. “I’m really sorry about all this.”

	Adron glared at him, wanting to restart the fight now that he was able to hold his own and give Jayce the beating he really deserved. He was tired of his brother’s excuses. “If you’d killed me when you were supposed to, none of this would have happened.”

	Jayce curled his lip as his eyes blared a cold, harsh rage. “Tell me honestly, could you have killed me if you’d found me lying half-dead and helpless?”

	“Rather than see you suffer what I have, yes.”

	Jayce entire face went blank. “Then you’re a better assassin than I am. Because I would never have been able to live with myself had I killed my own brother who I love more than my life.”

	“Adron?”

	He turned as Theo joined them.

	Theo hesitated in front of him. “This is weird, isn’t it? I’m not used to having discussions with you while you’re dressed and upright.”

	“You’re not amusing.”

	Theo looked apologetic. “Sorry, nervous humor.” He cleared his throat and a feeling of dread washed over Adron.

	Theo was avoiding something bad.

	“Well?” he prompted.

	“She’s firmly in a coma. Whatever she did, it caused a great deal of neurological damage to her. Honestly, I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s as if she burned up part of her brain.”

	Like her grandmother . . .

	Adron choked on a sob as he thought of her lying helpless in the dark. 

	Alone.

	It was her worst fear.

	Why had she done it?

	For you, you asshole . . .

	Because she loves me.

	Oh gods, he couldn’t breathe for the agony in his heart. He wanted to scream out at the injustice. Wanted to rail against everyone and everything.

	He wanted to hate Jayce for this, too.

	But in the end, he knew the only one really to blame was himself, and that stung most of all.

	This was his fault and he had no one to blame.

	He leveled a fierce stare on Theo. “Will she come out of it?”

	“Honestly . . . I doubt it. There’s too much damage. She’s only alive right now because of the machines.” Theo gave him a hard, cold stare. “My professional opinion is that we should turn everything off and let nature take its course.”

	Adron fell back against the wall as his heart shattered into a thousand pieces. He felt the tears in his eyes, felt the bitter, swelling misery that overwhelmed him.

	He couldn’t let her go.

	Not after everything she’d done for him. Everything she’d come to mean to his entire world.

	But then, he couldn’t let her live when he knew she wouldn’t want to. It was too cruel.

	And all he felt was a desolate agony so deep, so profound, that it made a mockery of the one he’d learned to live with over the years.

	He grabbed Theo by the shirt. “Don’t you dare let her die. You hear me?”

	Theo looked aghast. “All we have is the shell of her body, Adron. Her mind is already gone.”

	“Only half of it, right?”

	“Well . . . yes. I guess. Honestly, we don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

	“Then, there’s a chance.” And half a chance was better than none. “You keep her heart beating until I get back.”

	“I’ll do my best.”

	And so would he.

	Releasing Theo, Adron ran from the hospital with a strength and agility he hadn’t known in years. Livia had one chance for survival, and no matter what, he was going to give it to her.

	Even if it killed him.

	With no other thought, he ran to Jayce’s fighter and boosted it.

	What he was about to do was illegal and dumber than shit.

	Good thing I don’t have brains.

	That had always been his one flaw in life. The one thing his parents had railed against him the most. It’d been what had driven him into the League against all their warnings and threats.

	No son of mine is joining that mess! I started a war to bring it down! Why the hell would you want to be a part of it?

	Adron would never forget the fight he and his father had when he’d told him that he’d intentionally enlisted. “It’s too late, Paka. I start training tomorrow.”

	It’d been the only time in his life when he had truly feared that his father might kill him.

	“Have you lost your minsid mind?”

	But it was all he’d ever wanted. As far back as he could remember, he’d heard the stories about his father, Nemesis. One of the greatest assassins ever trained by the League.

	About his uncles Jinx, Drake, Thraix and Saf, and his aunts Shahara, Maris, Sumi, Jayne and Eve.

	Assassins so incredibly skilled that their legends were recounted and retold throughout the United Systems. 

	All he’d ever wanted to do was make them proud. To add his own name to their heroic list. 

	Together, they had brought down the old League and overthrown its stranglehold. The organization he’d joined was nothing like the one his father and uncles had been trained under when Aunt Maris’s brother, Kyr Zemin, had been the prime commander. 

	He’d arrogantly looked his father in the eye and smiled. “I’ll be fine, Paka.”

	And when he’d spent those days being tortured and torn apart by a different Kyr, all he could think was how right his father had been. That he should have listened.

	He hadn’t been prepared for what awaited him. Unlike the elder members of his family, he’d been sheltered and blissfully ignorant of just how cruel and sick so-called sentient beings could be. 

	While his League training had been harsh, it was nothing like how they’d trained assassins during his father’s time. 

	He flinched at the stories he’d overheard of his uncles, Jinx and Bastien, who’d been sold to the League to be used as targets for assassins to hunt and kill. While Bastien had been a grown man, a trained military officer at the time the League had marked him as a Ravin, Jinx had been a child.

	A scared boy.

	Who had survived against all odds.

	Because of the skills he’d shown, the League had spared his life and trained him. But Adron knew the scars his uncle bore.

	Inside and out.

	“Damn it, Adron! That hard head of yours will be your death!” 

	He’d ignored his father’s angry words that night. Mostly because he’d heard them so much growing up that they were a joke.  

	In the end, they’d been prophetic. 

	“Stand down, Commander. We have a team in place. We’ve got—”

	Adron had jerked the earpiece out so that he couldn’t hear his CO. Like the fool his father had always accused him of being, he went in against orders and offered to swap places with a woman he didn’t know.

	Because he wanted to be a hero.

	What’s the worst that could happen?

	Because he’d spent his whole life surrounded by fierce assassins who’d sparred and trained with him, he thought himself invincible. He’d been trained by Talyn Batur, the Iron Hammer, and Fain Hauk. Two of the most respected and most successful Ring fighters in Andarion history. Talyn’s records still remained unbroken. 

	What could a second-rate criminal do to him?

	Youthful arrogance . . .

	He forgot that even the mighty War Hauk, Talyn Batur, had lost a leg in battle. 

	“But I won’t lose Livia,” he whispered. Whatever it took, he had to make sure that this time, he didn’t screw up. Because it wasn’t just his life he was risking. 

	It was hers.

	 

	“What are you doing here?” Livia’s father demanded the minute Adron forced his way into the throne room where he was holding court.

	Oblivious to the room full of men who gaped at him, Adron approached his father-in-law. “I have to see Livia’s mother. Now!”

	“It is forbidden.”

	That wasn’t good enough. “The hell it is. Livia’s dying, and her mother is the only one who can save her.”

	Her father’s face was stoic. He seemed completely immune to the news. “If she dies, so be it. That is the will of God. She has disgraced us with her disobedience. I told you and her that she was forever severed from this house, and so she is. Her affairs are your problem, not ours.”

	“I need to see her mother.” Adron started for the side door.

	“Guards!” her father called. “Remove him immediately.”

	Adron knocked the guards back until they called for reinforcements. Seriously outnumbered, he fought as best he could, but eventually they seized him and dragged him back in front of her father.

	“You can’t let her die.” Adron struggled against their hold.

	The smugness on her father’s face disgusted him. “Had you wanted her to live, you should never have shamed her.”

	“Damn you!”

	“Remove him from this planet.”

	Against his will, Adron was pulled back from the throne, but as he fought against the guards, he saw a teenaged servant girl watching him from the shadows with concern and pity on her face.

	Adron met her frightened gaze and hoped that she could get a message through. “Tell her mother Livia needs her. Please . . .”

	“Krista!” Livia’s father snapped. “Get out of here. Now!”

	The girl scampered off, and the guards threw him out of the palace.

	Adron struck the closed door with his fist as more guards came to escort him back to his brother’s ship. He bellowed in rage. “So help me, if she dies, I’ll see all of you in your graves!”

	But no one heard him, or if they did, they didn’t care.

	Defeated, he turned and headed back to spend as much time with Livia as he could before death stole her completely away from him.

	 

	Adron paused in the doorway of the hospital room as he listened to the familiar monitors beep and hiss. Only this time, they weren’t connected to him.

	He knew from his own experience that Livia could hear them. Knew what it felt like to lie there, unable to communicate. Alone and afraid.

	How he wanted to scream at the unfairness of it all.

	His throat tight, he crossed the room and sat on the bed beside her.

	“Hey, sweet,” he whispered, taking her cold hand into his. He cupped her face with his other hand and leaned over her to brush his lips against her cool cheek.

	“Please open your eyes, Livia,” he whispered as tears blinded him. “Open your eyes and see what you did. I’m actually sitting here without grimacing. There’s no pain at all. But you know that, don’t you?”

	Adron traced the outline of her jaw. And then he did something he hadn’t done in a long, long time.

	He prayed.

	He prayed and he yearned to feel her sweet arms wrapped around him. To hear the precious sound of her voice saying his name. Just one more time.

	Why wouldn’t she open her eyes and look at him?

	Hours went by as Adron stayed with her, talking more than he’d ever talked before.

	Sitting by her side, he held her hand to his heart and willed her to wake up. “I don’t know why you stayed with me. God knows, I wasn’t worth it. But I don’t want you to leave me alone, anymore. I need you, Livia. I can’t live without you in my life. I can’t . . . I’m not that strong. Please open your eyes and look at me. Please.”

	“She can hear you, you know?”

	Adron tensed at the voice behind him that intruded on his last few precious hours with his wife. Assuming it was a nurse, he didn’t bother to look. “I know.”

	“Are you going to unplug her?”

	He choked at the thought. And for the first time, he understood exactly how Jayce had felt when he’d pulled him from the Dumpster.

	God, he’d been such a fool to hate his brother for loving him.

	His throat tight, he was blinded by tears. “I can’t let her go. Not while there’s a chance.”

	“It’s what she wants.”

	“I know.” He knew it in a way no one else ever could. He’d been there.

	The nurse came forward and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “She wants me to tell you that she is with you. And that you were well worth it. She loves you more than her life.”

	Frowning, he looked up to see a small woman wearing a cloak that completely shielded her identity from him. “Who are you?”

	She lowered the cowl to expose familiar angelic features. He knew her in an instant. She was Livia’s mother.

	And he saw the silvery-green eyes of a race that was more myth than reality.  “You’re Trisani?”

	She nodded.

	Adron gaped with the knowledge. The Trisani were legendary for their psychic abilities. So legendary that they had once been hunted almost to extinction. Those who’d survived had been very careful to stay hidden away from large populations where they might become enslaved or killed by those who wanted or feared their powers.

	His uncle, Jullien, had been saved by one of them—Trajen. 

	She stepped to Livia’s side and removed the IV from her arm. Then slowly, piece by piece, she took the monitors off.

	“It’s time to wake up, little flower,” she whispered. She placed a gentle hand on Livia’s brow.

	Stunned, Adron watched as Livia’s eyes fluttered open. “Mada?” she breathed.

	Her mother smiled, then kissed her on the forehead. She passed a hand over Livia’s body.

	Adron felt weak in relief as joy spread through him. 

	Livia was alive!

	Her mother took his hand and Livia’s and held them joined in hers. Adron’s heart pounded at the warmth of a touch he’d thought was lost to him forever.

	Livia looked from him to her mother. “You had Krista send me to The Golden Crona, didn’t you?”

	Her mother nodded and smiled. “I didn’t know who would be there, but I knew your destiny was waiting for you.” She looked at Adron. “And to answer your unspoken question, Commander, yes, it’s permanent. Livia healed you completely, but . . .” She turned a sharp glare at her daughter. “You are not to call on your powers, anymore. Your human half isn’t strong enough for them.”

	“I know, but I couldn’t let him die.”

	“Understood. But don’t ever do it again.” She raised her cowl. “Now I have to return before I’m missed.” She paused in the doorway and turned back. “By the way, it’s a boy.”

	Adron frowned. “What’s a boy?”

	“The baby she carries. Congratulations, Commander. In seven months, you’ll be a father.” 
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Epilogue

	One Year Later

	 

	L


	ivia paused in the doorway as she watched Adron giving their infant son his three A.M. feeding. Propped against pillows, Adron sat on the bed, wearing nothing except a sheet draped modestly over his lap as he held the bottle and stared adoringly at Jayce Devyn Quiakides . . . named for the uncle who’d been key in bringing them together, and for Adron’s best friend from childhood.

	Adron laid his cheek against the top of the baby’s bald head and held him close. “I’ve got you, little bit,” he whispered. “Yes, I do.”

	J.D. kicked and cooed.

	She laughed.

	He looked as if she’d startled him. “I didn’t know you were back.”

	“I can tell.” She moved to sit next to them. Then she leaned against Adron’s raised leg to stare at the beautiful baby that lay on his unscarred chest.

	J.D. smiled at her as he wrapped his tiny hand around her finger.

	Adron brushed a loving hand through Livia’s soft, mussed hair. Thanks to her, he’d come a long way from the bitter alcoholic she’d found tossing down drinks in the back of The Golden Crona.

	She’d found a broken, bleeding man and made him whole again. Not just in body, but in his heart. She’d reunited him with his family and with his soul.

	Over the last year, he’d watched her grow ripe with his baby and had held her hand as she struggled to bring J.D. into the world.

	Life turned on the hairpin of a second. He’d always known that, but on one rainy, cold night in the backroom of a filthy dive, his life had taken a sharp turn into heaven.

	Redemption was never where you expected to find it. And he, a bitter cynic, had found it in the arms of a guileless innocent.

	Livia furrowed her brow as she caught the intensity of his stare. “What are you thinking about?”

	He traced the outline of her lips with his fingertip. “I’m thinking of how glad I am that I traded myself for that woman. How glad I am that my brother couldn’t kill me. But most of all, I’m thinking just how damn grateful I am tht you saw something in me worth saving.”

	He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips. “Thank you for my son, Livia, and for my life. I love you. I always will.”
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Until then, please keep your eyes pealed on my Facebook page (facebook.com/mysherrilyn) where I will try and post new and free stories every two weeks for your reading pleasure while this crisis remains. 

Please take care of yourselves and your loved ones. May whatever deity you worship keep you safe and sound. 

	 

	Love always,
[image: Image] 
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