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For Buddy.
 Thank you for believing in me.
 I miss you, big brother, and I always will.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Authors will always tell you that every book they write is special; that they all hold a tender place in our hearts. This is very true, but some of them are particularly precious.

For me, this book is one of them. Nykyrian and Syn were actually my childhood playmates. As a latchkey kid, I used to turn the kitchen chairs on their backs and pretend I was flying through space with my best friends by my side. I know it sounds silly, but I was hooked and I adored them.

Over the years, I wrote down many adventures I took with them, and when I was in college and had decided to write my first “real” novel, i.e., one that I was actually going to submit to publishers, there was no one else I wanted to write about.

I spent a year drafting Born of Night by hand—yeah, that was entertaining. Anyone who has ever attended a signing knows how illegible my writing is. During Christmas break 1986, I sat down to type it out and decipher my horrible penmanship. Of course, I didn’t own a typewriter and was trying to find one I could borrow.

As with so many other times in my life, my older brother came to my rescue by borrowing one from his  roommate. I spent every spare minute, when I wasn’t working at my jobs, typing the manuscript. When I finished, my brother came for the typewriter, and I can still remember the smile on his face when he said, “I know it’s a winner, baby. I can’t wait to read it.”

My brother died a few weeks later and I didn’t have the heart to send the manuscript out. It would be three years before I’d find the courage to pursue my writing again—and to that I owe two very special people in my life. Diana Porter Hillock, my best friend from high school, and my husband, Ken. But for them, I’m not sure I’d have ever written again. I know without Ken buying me a Brother Wordprocessor (we couldn’t afford a computer), I would definitely not be writing today. I can never, ever thank the two of them enough for the gift they gave me. For the precious gifts of love, support, and companionship that my husband continues to give to me every day—I definitely don’t deserve him. I hope everyone has someone in their life like my Ken, because I don’t know how I’d make it through without him.


Born of Night was bought in 1992, but wasn’t published until 1996. There’s a long story there and maybe one day I’ll tell it. It was the last book I published until 1999. Another long story that you can read about on my website.

It is one of only three novels I’ve ever had to go out of print, and thanks to St. Martin’s, all of them will be back in circulation in the next few months. Thank you, SMP, Monique, Matthew, Sally, and Jen for giving me the chance to soar and for all you, and the rest of the team, do day in and day out to get the books to the stores. I couldn’t ask for a greater group of people to work with.

Those of you who have read or who own the original  Born of Night will notice the size difference. In this version, I was able to return the original scenes to the book that were edited out because they were deemed too harsh for the market at the time it was originally published. Because the original League books were all released by different publishers, I also had to break them apart, change character names and such to make the series look like it wasn’t related. All that’s gone and the books now read like the series they were intended to be.

I hope you enjoy your adventure in the Ichidian Universe. This is the place where I grew up and where I roamed the streets with an assassin, a thief, and a bounty hunter. Yeah, I was a really strange child, LOL. And I hope you’ll return here with next month’s release of Born of Fire.

—Sherrilyn Kenyon




PROLOGUE

“I quit The League tonight.”

Dr. Sheridan Belask paused at the deep, thickly accented voice coming out of the darkest corner of his office. He looked up from the electronic medical files he was reviewing on top of his obsidian glass desk, but couldn’t see even the smallest trace of the man hidden in the shadows.

He was used to that.

As a trained League assassin, Nykyrian Quiakides was literally one with the blackest night. No one ever saw him coming or going.

They only felt the sting of death as he dealt it to them.

Even though Sheridan was a doctor sworn to save any life he could, this brutal killer was the only man he’d ever trusted at his back and with his family.

Or more to the point, the only man he’d ever trusted with the most deeply held secrets of a past he’d been running from his whole life.

“You can’t quit. You can only retire.” A euphemism that meant ritual suicide whenever assassin duties became more than a League solider could mentally bear or their bodies became too scarred or too damaged to carry out their missions any longer.

No one voluntarily left The League.


No one.

Nykyrian stepped out of the shadows so that the dim light highlighted the white blond hair that was braided down his back—an assassin’s mark of honor. His solid, flat black battle suit hugged every sharp curve of his well-muscled body. The outline of daggers were embroidered in dark blood red down the sleeves—the only external designation an assassin bore. Nykyrian’s daggers held a crown above each hilt, letting the universe know he was the most lethal of his kind. A command assassin of the first rank.

As always, Nykyrian was calm and watchful of the shadows as if expecting someone like him to come for him at any moment. Somber. Cold. Lethal. Traits that had been drilled into him as a child. In all the years Sheridan had known him, Nykyrian had never once smiled. Never once broken that staunch military training that had left him emotionally bankrupt.

The most disturbing thing of all was the fact that his eyes were hidden behind a pair of opaque shades, a safeguard used by military assassins to keep those around them on edge, since there was no way of telling where they were looking or what they were thinking.

Or, more precisely, who the assassin was targeting.

Nykyrian’s handsome features were as stoic as his rigid stance. “I refuse to complete this mission.”

Sheridan frowned in confusion. This wasn’t the steadfast, merciless man he knew. The one who didn’t hesitate at any brutality.

“Yeah, right. You have to complete it.” Harsh though it was, it was the law of the world in which they lived. Once a target was given, it was given. Succeed or die. There was no third option.

The last thing Sheridan wanted was to see the only  brother he’d ever known ruthlessly hunted and executed. Better someone, anyone, else die than Nykyrian.

“They sent me after a child.” Nykyrian’s tone was flat, deadpan.

Sheridan’s blood ran cold as he finally understood the one line neither of them would ever cross no matter the necessity. The one line that had once saved Sheridan’s life when Nykyrian would have killed him.

Sheridan glanced at the holocube a few inches from his hand where his own infant son smiled out with an untainted innocence neither of them had ever known.

Nykyrian continued, “The League wanted an entire family swabbed.”

That was icy cold, but far from unheard of. It should probably bother Sheridan that his best friend killed for a living, but then, given his own brutal past, it didn’t affect him at all.

The world was harsh and it was bitter, especially to those who couldn’t protect themselves. He had firsthand, intimate knowledge of that fact, and it’d left as many scars on him as it had on Nykyrian.

Besides, he knew the side of Nykyrian that no one else had ever seen. The side of him that wouldn’t harm a child no matter the cost to himself.

Nykyrian was nothing like the monsters in their pasts, and neither was he.

“If you don’t kill them, The League will kill you.”

Nykyrian cocked his head at a sudden noise outside. It sounded like the whisper of a patient lift whizzing by. He didn’t speak again until it’d passed and he was sure no one was coming into Sheridan’s office. “I swabbed the father before I realized there was a child in the house. She was asleep in her mother’s arms when I went for her.”

“And you refused to kill them?”

Nykyrian gave a subtle nod. “The mother and child are safe in a place where The League and their enemies will never find them.”

“Are you . . .” Sheridan didn’t bother finishing the sentence. Of course Nykyrian was sure. He didn’t make those kinds of mistakes. Sheridan’s current life and safety were living proof of that. “What are you going to do?”

“What I’ve always done. Stand and fight.”

Sheridan let out a bitter laugh. How easy Nykyrian made it sound, but he knew what The League was capable of. They both did. “They’ll come for you with everything they have.”

“And I will fight them with everything they taught me to be.”

A chill went down his spine. What they had taught Nykyrian to be was a predator of the first order of insanity. May the gods help them all. This was the one man who wouldn’t go down without a costly head count. Nykyrian was the best they’d ever trained and The League had no idea exactly what it had created.

But Sheridan knew. He’d looked into the eyes of Nykyrian’s madness and seen the horrors those shades concealed. He knew the rage that they both kept under a tight leash for fear of what it could make them do.

The lengths they would go to, to make sure no one ever hurt them again. They might appear calm on the surface, but inside, their battered souls screamed for vengeance and release.

Most of all they screamed for appeasement.

Nykyrian moved forward and placed a small silver disk on his desk. He pushed it toward Sheridan. “I’ve erased every trace of our friendship and every part of your past. You won’t see me again.” For your protection and for the protection of your family. Nykyrian didn’t have to say the words. Sheridan knew the unbreakable bond they shared.

Brothers to the end, even through the fires of hell and beyond.

Nykyrian took a step back toward the shadows.

“Wait.” Sheridan rose to his feet.

Nykyrian hesitated.

“If you need me, aridos,” he said, his voice tight with sincerity as he used the Ritadarion word for brother, “I  will be there for you.”

Nykyrian’s tone was still deadpan and emotionless. “If I need you, aridos, I’ll be dead before I can make the call.”

And then he was gone like a ghostly whisper on a harried breeze.

Ill with what his friend had done, but understanding it completely, Sheridan sat down and pulled the disk to him. He cracked it open to find the small chip that all assassins had embedded in their bodies. It was what The League used to keep track of them. Nykyrian must have dug it out of his flesh and crushed it to keep them from finding him. The final act of severing himself from their ties.

An act that in and of itself was a death sentence.

He cringed in sympathetic pain, remembering the day when he’d dug a similar device out of his own young body. The blood, the pain . . . There were some memories that never faded over time. They were too brutal to be forgotten.

And what an eerie memento given the fact that this chip was what had led to their friendship . . . He would think his friend sentimental if it wasn’t for the laughableness of that.

Closing his eyes, he held the chip in his fist, wishing  things had been different, that they had been different. That they had been born one of those normal people Sheridan treated in the hospital wings every day. People who had no idea of what horrors truly existed in this universe.

Yet he was proud that, given all Nykyrian had been through, he’d still retained his soul.

That through it all, the monsters had never taken his will or his decency. Everything else had been stripped out of him just as it had Sheridan.

Everything.

And because of Nykyrian, he was living a life he’d only dreamed of having. He owed everything to that man.

A man who most likely wouldn’t live to see the coming dawn.

He released a long, disgusted breath. Life wasn’t fair. It was something he’d learned at the back of his father’s fist in early childhood. All he could hope was that Nykyrian would finally find the peace that had always eluded them both.

Even if he had to die to find it.




CHAPTER 1

Nine years later

 



She’d been kidnapped!

Kiara Zamir came awake with indignant anger riding her hard. Even now, she could feel the cold, rough grip on her arms and mouth, feel the bite of the injector as the drug sped through her bloodstream and quickly rendered her unconscious. Her abductors had moved so fast, she’d had no chance to call for help.

Or better yet, fight.


Crippin’ cowards! She hated people who attacked like that. At least be a man and face her. But no . . . they’d resorted to the lowest means of capture. Sneaking around in the dark to take her while she slept.

There was nothing in the world she hated more than those who hid in the shadows, waiting to prey on people. Assassins, kidnappers, muggers, rapists, etcetera, they were all worthless, soulless scum who deserved nothing but pain and death.

Now, her head ached terribly as the last remnants of the drug wore off. An acrid smell filled her senses, choking her with its stench. Her throat was so dry, she could barely swallow as she tried to lick her dry lips to keep them from cracking.

She tried not to breathe deeply as she opened her eyes to confront who or whatever held her prisoner.

To her relief, she was still dressed in her pink nightgown, lying face down on a rotting mattress.

Ew, nasty . . .

There was no one else in the room and no sound warning her there was anyone nearby. Thank God for small favors. It would give her time to plot an escape or at the very least a counterattack.

With a grimace of distaste, she pushed herself up and nearly fell as a wave of nausea and dizziness buzzed through her head. She caught herself against the wall next to her, a roughened spot of rust scraping the palm of her hand.

“Great,” she mumbled. “So much for equilibrium. Bloody bastards.” At least they hadn’t bothered to bind her hands or feet. No doubt they assumed she’d be like other women of her station, too terrified and docile to fight them.

But if they thought she was going to blithely wait around for them to return to kill her at their leisure, they were sorely mistaken. She may have been born a princess, but docility wasn’t in her blood and neither was patience. Not to mention, she’d learned many tricks over the years while living with her overprotective military father, including the ability to pick a good lock.

As well as how to beat an attacker into the ground.

A determined grimace settled over her face as she headed toward the door on unsteady feet. True, it’d been years since she’d bypassed the intense security and picked the locks on her house to sneak outside and meet her friends after curfew, but she was sure she would remember how.

She had to.

Besides, the chance that this rusted-out junker had  the latest in security was slim to none. If they couldn’t afford a clean mattress and repairs, they surely couldn’t pay the exorbitant fees a security company charged to update their systems.

Reaching the door, Kiara ran her hand over the smooth keypad. Very old indeed. How quaint. It reminded her of the locks on her grandfather’s house from twenty years ago.

She looked around for anything that might give her a clue about the key code, but there were no numbers listed anywhere. Nothing personal about her attackers other than what they ate and how filthy they were.

Ugh! There was no use in simply guessing random number sequences since that could very well lock her out completely and trap her here. It might even gas her back into unconsciousness.

Or death.

One could never be too sure what tricks a lowlife might use.

“I’ll have to rewire you.” If she could find a means of unbolting the lock from the wall . . .

With a sigh, Kiara glanced about the room, noting the inordinate amount of garbage strewn across the floor. She wrinkled her nose in distaste of the disgusting odor. The thick, steel walls were covered by huge spots of rust and corrosion. How in the universe had this craft ever passed space inspection? It wasn’t fit to carry the stinking garbage offending her, let alone human occupants.

They must have greased a major palm.

“Suck it up, baby,” she said under her breath. “You have to find something for that lock and get out of here.” Surely there was an escape shuttle or pod she could find and launch.

Heck, at this point, she’d be willing to eject herself  into space and float home—at least if she could find a suit that would protect her from the vacuum of space.

She curled her lip at the nastiness as she kicked at a pile near her, looking for something she could use on the door. I’d rather be eaten alive than call this place home . . .


There was a pile of half-gnawed food under a small towel. “Ah, gross.”

One would think the sheer disgustingness of this mess would kill them. Where were flesh-eating parasites when she needed them?

Suddenly she heard footsteps approaching in the corridor outside. Even more determined than before, she cast her gaze around, searching for a weapon.

Nothing but the wilted garbage met her sight.

Kiara growled deep in her throat. The only help the garbage offered was the possibility her kidnappers might faint from the stench.

If only she were so lucky. They probably smelled worse than the garbage did.

Clenching her teeth, she pressed herself against the wall by the door and waited to attack them when they entered.




CHAPTER 2

“I can’t wait to get some pleasure out of this,” a man said, his voice slowly drawing near her room. “Did you see her? That tight body is the stuff of legends.”

Kiara narrowed her gaze as rage and fear consumed her. No one would ever make her feel powerless again.

Ever.

“I don’t know, Chenz,” another man spoke. “I think we oughta wait till we get further out. I keep thinking about Poll’s message that Nemesis is after us. We need to take that seriously. Don’t get me wrong, I want a piece of her too, but I’d rather wait until we’re safe.”

Her vision dimmed with fury. They might kill her, but she intended to take a large piece of them with her on her way out the door.

Chenz’s laugh echoed in the hallway. The arrogant sound sent a shiver down her spine. “Nemesis ain’t nothing to fear. We done been paid, I say we ought to enjoy every minute of this.”

The gears hummed in the door as it slowly slid upward.

Kiara tensed, waiting to pounce.

Two of the nastiest beings she’d ever seen walked inside. Yeah, their stench beat out the garbage and then  some. Why did she have to be right on that point? It was enough to make her gag. Had they never taken a bath in their putrid lives?

She conceded they were human, though neither did honor to her race.

Kiara curled her lip at the shorter one, wondering how he could stand to look at his ugly, warted face long enough to shave. But then, by the amount of stubble on his pudgy jowls, she could tell he didn’t look too often.

The man at his side was only a few inches taller. His long, sharp, angular features reminded her of one of the beasties her nurse used to frighten her with when she was a child.

Their eyes mirrored a coldness in their souls that chilled her own.

“Well, where is she?” It was Chenz’s voice. He was the shorter one.

Before they could react, she launched herself at them. She caught Chenz with a hard kick that knocked him into his accomplice and then ran for the door.

Before she could reach it, someone tripped her. A trained dancer by trade, she was able to flip over and keep going. At least until something solid hit her back and sent her slamming to the floor.

Cursing, she realized it was Chenz’s overweight frame holding her down. He turned her over quickly and struck her a vicious blow across the face. Kiara reeled as pain exploded through her cheek and eye and she tasted blood. For a moment, she was completely senseless.

Only the sound of her nightgown ripping brought her back to the present and her mind away from the pain. With a curse born of desperation, she sent her fist into Chenz’s flabby belly. Releasing her, he doubled over in pain, allowing her to roll out from under him.

The other man came at her the instant she was back on her feet.

Kiara scissor-kicked him, catching him in the center of his chest. Her nightgown tore more as she scrambled from them. There was no way they would have her.

Better they kill her first.

She would never submit quietly to an attacker again.

At least that was her thought until something coiled around her throat and lifted her off her feet. She landed on her back, against the floor, so hard it knocked the breath out of her.

“You’ll pay for that, bitch,” Chenz said through clenched, rotting teeth, coiling the metallic rope even tighter around her neck.

Kiara gasped for air as the rope bit into her flesh, choking it from her. Desperately, she tried to pry or claw the rope free. She kicked her feet and attempted to scream.

Not even a whisper left her bruised lips.

She was dead, she knew it.

“Kill her, Chenz!” The taller man rubbed his chest where she’d kicked him, his eyes burning with smug satisfaction.

The rope tightened even more.

Kiara’s sight dimmed as she struggled to stay alive.  I will not die like this. I won’t! The words rolled around her head, becoming her mantra as she fought with everything she had.

She pulled at the rope.

Just as she thought Chenz would finish her off, the noose loosened. Kiara gulped air into her burning lungs as she coughed and sputtered. Her vision dim, her head buzzed loudly. She rubbed her neck, feeling the welts left by the rough texture.

Chenz wrapped his hands in her long, dark reddish  brown hair and reeled her to him. “Your life’s nothing to us, girly. But how you treat us in the next few minutes will decide if we kill you quick or make it real  painful.”

She choked at the stench of his breath falling against her cheek. Before she could think of a retort, his wet, scarred lips covered hers.

Kiara gagged.

“Why you . . .” He drew back to hit her again.

A sharp lurch in the ship sent them tumbling.

An instant later, a loud warning siren blared.

“We’re being attacked.” The tall man ran out of the room at a deadly pace.

Before Kiara could move, Chenz grabbed her by the arm and hauled her to a rusted steel beam in the wall. Still coughing, she tried to fight him as he handcuffed her there, but she was too weak from her beating and from her near strangulation to do the damage to him she wanted to.

“You worthless bastard!” she snarled, an instant before she tried to bite him.

He grabbed her jaw and shoved her back against the wall so hard, it blinded her for a moment. “I’ll finish with you when this is over,” he promised, his fingers biting fiercely into her face as he twisted her mouth with his hand. Giving her a lecherous sneer, he released her and ran to join his partner.

The door slammed down, jarring the room.

Kiara let out a loud, frustrated scream as she jerked so hard against the steel cuffs that it cut through her skin. Insane with her fear, anger, and determination, she yanked, not caring if she lost a hand in the process. All that mattered was getting free.

“I will not die here!” she shouted as her childhood nightmare tried to weaken her.


Do as they say, Kiara. Don’t fight them. Her mother’s voice whispered to her from the distant past. It’ll be okay, precious, I promise.


But it hadn’t been. All their compliance had gotten them was a brutal execution. Her mother had died before her eyes—a single shot to her head and Kiara had been shot three times by her father’s political enemies before they’d left her for dead, too.

Only eight years old . . .

Her trusting innocence had been shattered that day. And when she’d finally recovered from her physical wounds, she’d made a solemn vow to herself that no one would ever again control her.

No one.

She would never obey anyone except herself and she would never again be a victim.

Yet the cuffs remained. No matter how hard she fought, no matter how hard she tried, they weren’t budging.

Unable to deal with it, she slid slowly to the floor and banged her head against the wall so that the pain would override her hysteria. “Don’t you dare cry,” she growled at herself. “Don’t you dare.”


Boo-hoo-hoo, their leader had maliciously mocked her while they held her and her mother captive. Cry all you want to, little girl. Daddy’s not coming to save you. I love nothing more than the sound of someone’s fear. The sound of someone begging me for their life. Life is pain, bitch. Too bad you won’t live long enough to get used to it.


Never since the day of her mother’s funeral had she shed even a single tear. And she wasn’t about to let the worthless scum who had her now break her.

She was stronger than that.

The lights dimmed and the ship tumbled hard to  the left as a shot broke through whatever force field they had.

For the briefest moment, she thought it might be her father with a rescue party. But she knew better. He was still at the consulate meeting and thought her safely guarded in the dance company’s hotel rooms.

Just like that fateful day when she and her mother had been taken out of the winter palace, her father had no idea she was under attack. He wouldn’t know until he was notified of her death.


You can’t protect yourself. No matter how safe you think you are. No matter how much precaution you take, the rodents always find a way in . . . She’d written those words in her own diary when she’d been sixteen and an assassin had taken a shot at her while she was eating dinner with friends in a restaurant. Even surrounded by guards and with her father beside her, she’d almost died that night, too.

Her life was nothing but a paycheck to the scum of the universe and they intended to cash it out fully.

Unshed tears choked her as she realized the hopeless-ness of her situation. She would die out here in space, raped and tortured. Alone. The only hope she had was that whoever was attacking them, destroyed them.

Please let it be painless . . .

Unlike her mother’s death.

That had been as slow and painful as the mercenaries could make it. They had tortured her for days before they finally ended her life—and those screams for mercy for her and her daughter had been forever seared into Kiara’s mind.

The things they’d done to her mother.

The things they’d done to her . . .

Her throat tightened even more as she listened to the sounds of battle. The old walls of the shuttle creaked  ominously. Blast after blast struck the craft and kept it rocking beneath her. This rusted-out ship wouldn’t be able to sustain much more damage. It was a miracle it’d taken as much as it had.

Closing her eyes, she prayed for a quick death.

But that relief didn’t come either.

Instead, she heard the popping of damaged electrical circuits in the hallway. By now, all the power to the doors had been drained and transferred to the ship’s weapons and shields.

The lights went out.

Kiara sat in total darkness as she mentally prepared herself for the inevitable. There were no more sounds of lasers being shot from this ship.

The end was near now.

God, how she was going to miss her father and her dancing. Miss the sensation of the first warm spring breeze on her skin while she sat reading in her garden.

Drawing a deep breath, she took control of her fear. She was a commander’s child. Her father had been born in poverty and had climbed by his wits and skills through the ranks of the military to end up as president of their planet. While many might not like him, they all agreed on one thing. Her father was fearless and he’d given that courage to his only child. She would meet death calmly, with dignity. Whatever it took, she would not beg or plead.

“I will do my parents proud.”

Suddenly everything was completely still and silent. The odor of burning wires and smoke filtered into her room. Kiara coughed from the smoke until her throat burned again.

Outside there was the sound of approaching feet and then blast shots. She tensed, but whoever it was quickly ran past her room.

She continued to try and work her bloodied hands out of the cuffs.

At least until she heard someone else outside her door.

Her heart pounded in short, staccato beats at the sizzling sound of a laser torch cutting through the steel.

“I’m checking it out now,” a man’s voice said from the hallway in the Universal language that allowed the Empire to communicate with all sentient species. It was deep and accented, but she couldn’t place the muffled tone. “There’s some life-form in here about the size of a small human. Might even be another child . . . I just want to make—”

He was silent for a few seconds as he continued to cut through the steel. “Ah, screw you, Hauk. Some of us aren’t the same low-bred animal you are . . .” He paused as if listening to something before he barked, “Hell no, I’m not sober. You think I’d be doing this shit if I were? And I notice I don’t see your fat ass down here in the trenches so shut it before I forget I’m supposed to actually like you.”

What in the known galaxies? He didn’t sound like a rescuer. He didn’t even sound nice.

Kiara wasn’t sure if her situation was about to become better or . . .

A whole lot worse.

There was a loud pop just before a large piece of the door fell in. It landed with a clatter as smoke wafted up from the irregular circle.

Her stomach knotted into a cold lump.

Light from a small hand torch traveled about the room, stopping as it illuminated her.

Despite the pain of her adjusting eyes, she tried to see beyond the light, to whomever held it, but all she saw was a large, black blob.

The blob stepped through the hole and entered her room.

Kiara tucked her legs under her so that she could quickly rise to her feet if she needed to. A trickle of sweat ran down her temple. She tensed, ready to strike out with whatever resistance her battered, tired body could muster.

The overhead lights returned, burning her eyes. She blinked several times and the blob turned into a soldier dressed in a black battle suit that was covered with a padded flight jacket. A dense, black helmet covered his face, preventing her from seeing what race he belonged to. No insignia or flag marked his uniform in any way.

Who was he?


What was he?

Human? Humanoid? Or some other creature she could only guess at?

She stared at him, still uncertain whether he would help her, or harm her more. Until she knew the answer, she would play docile, lulling him into thinking her harmless. And if he did intend to hurt her, she would knee him hard in that part of his anatomy that men prided themselves on most and hope that whatever his species, it had the desired effect.

But he didn’t move closer.

To her surprise, he shut off the torch and slid it into a pocket on his right leg. He moved slowly, as if trying to reassure her of his intent. He unstrapped his helmet from the lines securing it to his battle suit and removed it.

Kiara was amazed by the handsomeness of his face. His shoulder-length black hair was pulled into a ponytail and two small, silver hoops dangled from his left earlobe—the same ear that held an earpiece and mic so that he was still communicating with whomever he’d been talking to earlier. His dark eyes were encircled by  thick black eyeliner—something that made him look savage and dangerous. A common habit among thieves and criminals.

His gaze moved slowly over her body, taking in every detail with an accuracy a mecha would envy.

When he looked back at her face, she saw pity and concern. “I’m Syn,” he said gently in the Universal language as if coaxing a skittish kitten. “I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.”

For some reason she couldn’t fathom, she believed him, even though there was an air about him that said he could be lethal if need be.

Relief poured through her.

Syn moved toward her cautiously and the kindness of his actions choked her. “Can you understand me?”

She realized his accent was Ritadarion, an allied planet to her own. “Yes.”

He nodded as he removed his jacket and draped it around her shoulders. “Everything’s all right, we’ll take you home.” He knelt down to examine the cuffs and grimaced as he saw how bloodied and bruised her wrists were.

She hissed as one of the cuts rubbed against the steel. Now that she was safe and no longer consumed with terror, the throbbing pain of them was excruciating. “We have a bit of a problem with those.”

“So I see. You were definitely determined to get free, weren’t you?”

Nodding, she could smell the alcohol on his breath, yet he appeared completely sober to her. There was no hesitancy or unbalance to him at all.

“I have a feeling you would have been equally determined to escape had they locked you in here.”

A light of amusement played in his dark eyes as he pulled a pair of cutters out of another pocket. Smiling  at her, he twirled them around before positioning them over the chain.

His light air died an instant later.

He tapped at his earpiece to open the channel. “You did what?” he snarled at whomever was on the other end. “Damn it, Cruel, you stupid, son of a . . . I’ve got a prisoner here who I’m trying to cut loose from a set of cuffs. Couldn’t you have given me a little warning first? I swear to the gods . . . If I live through this you’re a bad memory . . . And you assholes wonder why I do this shit flagged. How long?”

Kiara swallowed hard as dread washed through her. “How long for what?”

“Three minutes?” Syn growled. “I hate you. I really, really hate you.” He let out another curse as he tried frantically to cut through the cuffs.

“They’re military grade,” she told him. It would take something a lot more powerful than his tool to cut through them. “The ship’s about to blow, isn’t it?”

He gave her a look that confirmed it as he pulled at the chain that linked the cuffs together. Yeah, right, like he could break it with his bare hands.

She was dead after all.

Her heart sank painfully into her stomach. She couldn’t believe she’d come so close to freedom to lose it all again. She covered his hand with hers. “Go on while you can. And thank you for at least trying to save me.”

His angry and determined look touched her. “I’m not leaving you here to die.”

“You’ve done your good deed for the day. You shouldn’t have to die for it.”

He laughed bitterly as he worked at the cuffs. “No good deed goes unpunished. Believe me, I know.”

“Please, go.” Her voice broke, but she meant it. She  was resigned to her fate. “There’s no need in both of us dying tonight.”

His feral look cut through her. “I took an oath to save every life I could. I’m not about to back out on it now. I might be a lot of things, but a coward has never been one of them.”

Kiara started to argue with him, but before she could a dark shadow fell over them.

Cringing, she looked up, expecting it to be Chenz.

But it was something far more sinister and a thousand times deadlier.

It was also the last thing she ever expected to see . . .


Nemesis.

For a moment, she thought she might faint after all. Nemesis was the most feared assassin to ever live. Every known government, including her own, wanted him dead, and the price on his head was staggering. No one had ever borne a higher one.

No one.

Maybe it’s not him . . .

She knew better. Everyone above the age of three knew the stories of the creature who wore a black battle suit with a jacket that held a metal skull with a steel halo and crossed League swords on the back of it. It was a trademark he left on all the bodies of his victims. He took pride in his brutal trade, especially when he killed others of his kind.

To her knowledge, no one had ever survived an encounter with him.

Expecting him to kill them both, she was stunned when Syn stepped back and Nemesis broke the cuffs apart without using anything except his gloved hands. He scooped her up in his arms as if she weighed nothing at all and wrapped the jacket around her.

“What are you waiting on, Syn?” he growled in an electronically distorted voice. “Get your ass moving.”

Syn snorted as he retrieved his helmet from the floor. “I’m waiting on you now.”

“Fifty-five seconds and counting. You bastards better start running. You’re about to fry.”




CHAPTER 3

Syn ran ahead of them.

Kiara couldn’t breathe as she held on for dear life while Nemesis ran toward the air lock that they’d drilled into the side of the ship.

The instant they were aboard their ship, Syn threw the lever and sealed them in while removing the temporary bridge to the other craft. “Clear!”

But they weren’t clear and she knew it. The explosion of Chenz’s ship would hit them hard. The debris could still kill them.

Someone threw their ship into hyperdrive. The sensation of it was enough to knock Nemesis into the wall and make him grunt from it. Yet he didn’t loosen his grip on her. Even more surprising, he kept her from getting hurt as he slammed against the steel.

His face a mirror of disgust, Syn threw his helmet down so hard on the floor that it bounced almost three feet before rolling down the hall. He glared at them. “I  really hate this shit.” He started down the corridor.

Nemesis’s grip on her tightened. “Where are you going?”

“To get a drink and kill Cruel . . . not necessarily in that order.”

She felt the muscles in Nemesis’s arm twitch in  response. But he didn’t say anything more as he started down another corridor away from Syn. She shivered at the reality of him holding her.

I’m in the arms of the most lethal being ever born . . .

Or spawned.

A creature who was currently being hunted by every known government. He was everything she hated in the universe. Violent. Ruthless. Relentless. Yet she couldn’t make herself hate him and that made no sense whatsoever.

Maybe it was because she’d never thought of someone like him being capable of kindness . . . or of having someone as kind and altruistic as Syn in his company.

To her knowledge, Nemesis had never saved anyone.

Until her.

“Why did you save me?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he took her into a room that served as some sort of infirmary. Medical tools and bottles of medicine were carefully placed in a glass cabinet not far from a large bed. The odor of antiseptic stung her nose. Everything was pristine white and orderly, a welcome contrast to her kidnappers’ filth.

Kiara glanced up at Nemesis, afraid he might still kill her. But he seemed to be ignoring her, at least as much as he could given the fact that she was in his arms.

He placed her gently on the bed, then moved to retrieve a warmed blanket from a drawer at the bottom of the cabinet. With a gentleness she’d never have attributed to a ruthless killer, he wrapped it around her.

Kiara was minutely attuned to him, even right down to the way the light gleaned off his strangely shaped helmet with an eerie sheen. He seemed larger than a human, taller, stronger. Massive. She had no idea what species he belonged to, yet he had to be at least humanoid.

She watched the play of well-defined muscles under his battle suit as he pressed a panel next to the door and opened the closet.

Who was he?

That was the trillion credit question and if she knew the answer, she’d either be the richest person alive . . .

Or dead before she could draw another breath.

No one guarded their identity more closely than this creature.

And she had to admit there was nothing hotter than a man with that kind of honed physique whose face was totally hidden. Whose past was a complete mystery to the entire universe. A total renegade who answered to no one’s law but his own.

This was the deadliest creature ever born and he silently removed her cuffs from her bruised wrists with a tenderness that was unfathomable.

Her fantasies ran wild with the possibilities. Surely his face would have to match the rest of him.

Don’t bet on it. For all you know, he’s a Pigarian with three eyes and buck teeth. Or one of the upright reptilian species.

Ew. What a waste of a gorgeous body that would be . . .


Stop it, Kiara. You hate assassins. You hate everything he is and everything he stands for.


He’s the same kind of cowardly filth who killed your mother while she tried to protect you . . . The same filth who cold-bloodedly shot a helpless eight-year-old girl and left her for dead.

It was true. There was no telling what atrocities this man had committed for nothing more than a paycheck.  Every life has a price tag . . .


He turned around, holding a black battlesuit like the ones he and Syn wore.

Kiara could feel his gaze on her, it was almost as tangible as a touch. He hesitated by her side as if unsure of himself.


Oh please, girl. He’s not hesitating. The idea of so lethal a killer being bashful . . .

Ludicrous.

Her best bet was that he was sizing her up for a burial pod.

She thought he was about to speak, but the door opened to reveal Syn, who held a half empty bottle of Tondarian alcohol. Something so potent, it was banned on most planets.

Unaware of what he’d interrupted, Syn took the battlesuit from Nemesis’s hands. “Hauk wanted me to tell you that the next time he says run, we should leave the vics on board and get the hell out. I tend to agree.”

Kiara still sensed Nemesis watching her.

“You were the one who didn’t run,” Nemesis reminded him.

“Oh yeah, that was me, wasn’t it?” He took a swig right out of the bottle. “Since when do you listen to me anyway? I’m an idiot.”

Nemesis didn’t respond to that particular comment. “Is Cruel still alive?”

“For the moment. But only because the little bastard moves faster than I do when I’m flagged.”

A sharp lunge told her their ship was coming out of hyperspace. “Are you taking me home?” she asked them.

A dreadful pause greeted her.

Finally, Nemesis spoke. “Soon.”

Before she could even blink, he grabbed the alcohol from Syn’s grasp and was gone.

“Hey! You crippin’ bastard asshole . . .” Syn glared at the closed door before he rebelliously pulled a small flask out of his pocket and took another nip. Something she admired since she was sure Nemesis would have killed him for it had he seen it.

This man was either braver then any soul alive.

Or dumber.

Nykyrian locked the door behind him before he leaned against the wall and let out a long breath of relief at being away from Kiara. He knew Sheridan’s doctoring abilities well enough to guess the dancer would be sedated so there would be no chance of her nosing around where they didn’t want her.

Still, an image of her lithe body outlined by her sheer, torn nightgown scorched him. Though her breasts were small, they were as beautiful and inviting as her lips. Even now he could feel her pressed against his chest. Feel her thin, supple arms wrapped around him as he’d carried her.

What he wouldn’t give to have her do that while they were both naked . . .

His body was so hard it was all he could do not to limp. And to think, he’d mistakenly believed he’d survived real torture in his past.

That had nothing on this.

Get a grip . . .

Honestly, he’d rather she get a grip on a certain piece of his anatomy that was draining all the blood from his brain before he lost what little reasoning he had left.

You are in control.

Yeah, tell that to his cock. It wasn’t exactly listening to him at the moment.

Forcing his mind to other thoughts, he removed the  hot helmet so that he could breathe in and try to relax. He freed his damp, blond hair from the tie holding it at the nape of his neck and let it fall over his shoulders.

With a tired sigh, he chucked the alcohol into a garbage chute, then pulled his dark shades from his pocket and moved to join the rest of his crew in the control room at the front of the ship.

Dancer Hauk and Darling Cruel—and yes, those were their real names, which showed that even loving parents could be sick and twisted—were joking with each other when he entered.

“Hey, Cruel,” Hauk said snidely. “Check it . . . the man is without his guise. You think he wants to be found out or is he looking for a reason to kill the woman? What odds are you taking?”

Darling snorted. “I’m not betting shit, troll. I already owe you two weeks’ pay. Anymore and I’ll be working only to pay you.”

Hauk let out an evil laugh. But then, at almost seven feet in height, he could be obnoxious to most people and get away with it. Especially those like Darling, who only came up to just past his waist.

A typical Andarion male, Hauk belonged to the most brutal of all known races. One that valued physical beauty only second to physical strength. With long black hair that he wore in tiny braids, his features were perfect and sharp. His white irises were ringed by a band of blood red. But Nykyrian didn’t care what he looked like. Hauk was raw, savage strength and a brilliant techspert.

Darling, on the other hand, looked almost frail in comparison. Where Hauk was built solid and huge like a tree, Darling was lean and finely boned. His straight red hair fell across the left side of his face, covering a vicious scar that they never talked about.

Ignoring them while they exchanged barbs, Nykyrian dropped his helmet on the floor and took the pilot’s chair. He ran over their settings, knowing there’d be no corrections. Hauk and Darling were the best. Otherwise they wouldn’t be here.

They’d be dead.

“Did you bathe in Chenz’s and Petiri’s blood?” Darling asked him.

Nykyrian gave Darling a condemning stare. “I would have, had someone not detonated their charges prematurely.”

“Yeah, Cruel. You have to watch that premature detonation problem of yours.”

Darling tossed a throwing knife at Hauk’s head.

Hauk caught it and laughed before he tossed it back at Darling who caught it just as easily. “You keep doing that, human, and you’re going to hurt my feelings.”

“You don’t have feelings, Andarion.”

“Not true. Compared to Nykyrian, I’m as sensitive as a woman.”

“God knows you’re beginning to whine like one.” Nykyrian rubbed at his right eye under his shades as his thoughts returned to the mission they’d just completed.

Justice had been served swiftly and coldly. Tomorrow Syn would inform their client about Chenz’s death. Granted it wouldn’t bring back the senator’s son, but it would ensure that Chenz never decapitated another child and delivered his head to his mother.

That alone made him wish he’d had more time with the bastard.

But there was nothing more to be done. Chenz was dead and they would be paid.

Aching for the poor senator and a grief he couldn’t even begin to comprehend, Nykyrian stared out the window at the blackness swirling around them. The senator’s  pain over the loss still haunted him as he tried to imagine a parent who cared so much for her son. The gods knew none of his parents, either real or adoptive, had ever given two shits about him.

It comforted him on some level to know that not everyone was as cold and unfeeling as he’d learned to be. That there were people like Sheridan and the senator who could love and who could cry over the loss of the child they’d brought into the world.

In the lightless void he was staring at, an image of Kiara dancing in her last ballet floated before his eyes, which didn’t help him calm his arousal at all.

Damn it, why did he feel like this?

But then she’d always been able to stir his senses. Every time he’d seen her dance, she’d touched a part of his soul—a part of him he preferred to think was long dead and damned. She, alone, had made him see beauty in a universe he normally despised. Had made him feel something other than cold, corrupt emptiness.

She was beauty and gentleness personified.

Nykyrian scoffed at his own stupidity. He knew better. No one was good and no one over the age of ten was unscarred. Life was brutal and it made victims of everyone.

And thoughts of her weren’t helping his foul mood in the least.

Hauk turned in his chair. “Speaking of women . . . who’s the trim you guys almost died over?”

Nykyrian ground his teeth as anger whipped through him. He’d always hated that demeaning term for women. The bizarre thing was he didn’t even know why. It just seemed wrong to dismiss a person so. Something that made no sense when one considered the fact that he killed people for a paycheck.

Yeah, he was definitely a head case.

Clearing his throat, he kept his tone even and flat. “Kiara Zamir, the dancer.”

Hauk gave a low, appreciative whistle. “What was  she doing with those scabs?”

Nykyrian cut a droll stare at the Andarion and a question that was so stupid there was no reason to even bother answering it.

“Yo, dumbass,” Darling said sarcastically. “What do you think she’d be doing with them? Giving them ballet lessons?”

Hauk narrowed his gaze at Nykyrian. “Tell me again why I can’t kill him?”

“You’re afraid of handling explosives.”

Hauk cursed. “One day I’m going to get over that and when I do . . .”

“I’ll wisely stop annoying you.” Darling winked at him.

Nykyrian rolled his eyes at their incessant swipes. The two of them were like recalcitrant siblings. But for all their bluster, they were loyal to each other as much as they were loyal to him.

That alone made them invaluable.

Ignoring them, Nykyrian rechecked their headings, then pulled up an e-ledger and started making notes for his next mission.

Within an hour, they began docking at their secure station, one Nykyrian had built nine years ago when he’d left The League. It was only in the last four years that it’d grown into a monstrosity of workers who proudly followed his new code.

Protect the innocent and kill the vermin.

Simple and elegant—it was finally a code he could live, or die, by.

Sheridan, or rather Syn, had been the one to name their operation. The Sentella. A word that meant a  quorum of sentinels in Syn’s native tongue. And that’s what they were. Guardians for a better world.

The League checked the united galaxies and kept their governments in line. The Sentella kept The League and the independent assassins others employed in check.

At last, the innocent had their own paladins. And it was a calling none of them took lightly. Whenever an assassin or politician crossed the line, they answered to The Sentella.

More to the point, they answered to him.

Nemesis.

Syn joined them on the bridge, reporting that Kiara was in a sedated sleep. Nykyrian replaced his helmet before heading back to their patient.

After the landing, Nykyrian carried her from the ship. He took her to the upper floor of their command center where he charged Mira, one of their nurses, to care for her until she woke.

Mira was thrilled to be assigned watch duty over such a famous personality. Her gaze nervous as she watched “Nemesis,” she ran to their supply room to find sleeping attire for the tiny dancer in his arms.

Shaking his head at Mira’s undue haste to flee his presence, Nykyrian took his precious bundle into one of the observation rooms and carefully placed her on the large bed. He covered her with an extra blanket.

As he stepped away from the bed, he heard her whispering in her sleep. Entranced by her melodic voice which he’d only ever heard on programmed interviews, he turned back to take a final look at her peacefully resting form.

How could anyone be so beautiful and tiny?

He stood over her, intoxicated by the smoothness of  her features, her pert nose, the high cheekbones, her finely arched brows. Her long, dark mahogany hair fell in soft ringlets about her beautiful face and shoulders.

She was exquisite.

He traced the line of her bruised cheek, wanting to kill Chenz again for hurting her. But most of all, he was tempted to remove his glove and feel the softness he knew her flawless skin would hold.


You don’t need softness.

It was true. Sex came with a severe risk and since intimacy was an alien concept to him, he tended to avoid it. He didn’t like being naked and unarmed around anyone. The few minutes of release weren’t worth his life.

At least they hadn’t been until now . . .

Kiara might make a shot to his head worth it.

He sensed Mira’s presence as she returned. Looking up, he saw her questioning brown eyes.

With a curt nod to Mira, he left the room and headed to their meeting. That was what he needed to focus on. Not tiny dancers who’d almost gotten them killed.

Nykyrian met up with Syn, Darling, and Hauk downstairs, anxious to finish his business and return her home. He didn’t like the unfamiliar feelings she evoked. He was used to being numb and untouched. It was comfortable to him.

Hauk arched one cynical brow. “What kept you?”

Nykyrian didn’t answer as he led them to their council chambers where Jayne was already seated and waiting for them.

He could tell Hauk wanted to press the issue, but fear for his life kept him silent as he moved to sit down across from Jayne.

The room was covered with a myriad of star charts and maps as well as whispers from some of their monitoring equipment. Everything was neat, tidy, and efficient, just the way he liked his life.

Nykyrian walked to the monitor on his left and called up their assignments. He sent them to the table which was a large interactive monitor for their files where all of them could review their schedules.

As he waited for his friends to remove their helmets and take their chairs, Nykyrian perused the listed items. It was a heavy load they were carrying, but that was nothing new, since The League and others seemed to think they were above the very laws they’d put into place.

Nykyrian removed his own helmet and took his place at the head of the table. He gave the small group a cursory glance before he spoke to Syn. “Send a message to Kiefer Zamir that I’ll return his daughter. I want him to know The Sentella had nothing to do with her abduction.”

Syn snorted as he made a note with his stylus on the terminal that glowed through the glass of the table. “No good deed goes unpunished.” That was Syn’s mantra that he repeated constantly, not that Nykyrian blamed him for it. It seemed to be ever true.

He glanced up at Nykyrian. “Your luck, they’ll shoot you down when you take her back.” He made another quick note on his tablet. “By the way, I got the news from one of our spies that the Gouran Consulate fell apart two days ago when the Probekeins threatened to assassinate the councilors’ kids. Eight contracts were drawn up for the terminations. Six children have been found mutilated, including Councilor Serela’s boy we saw last night. I’ll make sure word gets around that Chenz’s death was because of his brutal murder of the kid.”

Nykyrian mentally flashed on Serela’s tormented face and the sight of her son’s remains. He’d killed  Chenz too mercifully for his tastes. If only they’d had more time . . .

“Other than Chenz, who were the others who accepted the Probekeins’ contracts?”

“Don’t know,” Syn answered.

Nykyrian rubbed his jaw. “What were the negotiations between the Probekeins and Gourans over?”

At Syn’s shrug, Nykyrian folded his arms over his chest. “Sher, you’re supposed to stay informed of all contracts for assassinations. Get off the bottle and find out the definite reasons for the killings as well as the name on the last contract and who holds it. My guess, the murders are over the new weapon the Probekeins are building. Either way, we need to know.”

“I’m on it.” Syn quickly jotted it down.

Nykyrian waited until he was finished. “You’d best inform Zamir immediately that his daughter’s safe. I’m sure he’s about bended over her disappearance.”

Syn stood, moving to comply with Nykyrian’s last directive.

“I think we should target Emperor Abenbi,” Hauk said, watching Syn leave. Abenbi was the Probekeins’ leader and head asshole. “It’s time we showed the Probekeins they can’t continue to bully other governments. Give them a taste of their own feces.”

Nykyrian shook his head. “That’s not our decision. We’d best attend to our contracted hits. Our backlog is already too long. It’ll be several weeks before we can take on any new assignments. At this point, it’d have to be a major emergency for new hire.”

Jayne sighed irritably as she leaned forward to read the table monitor where she’d maximized her schedule for viewing. “Why don’t we expand our number? Surely out of the multitude we employ, there are a few suitable to doing the physical executions of contracts.”

Nykyrian gave her a dry stare. “Would you trust them at your back? The five of us are friends, have been so for years. Our loyalty to one another is without question. Are you willing to put your life into the hands of a stranger?”

Jayne snorted. “Not with the price on my head . . . I suppose you’re right.”

No shit. Jayne was one of the best, but sometimes she didn’t think things through. Then again, he had a bad habit of thinking things over to the point of exhaustion. Between the two of them, they formed an almost normal balance.

Syn returned a few minutes later and took his seat. He met Nykyrian’s gaze. “Zamir will be expecting you. He also wants a meeting with me. Funny how we’re wanted criminals until they need us.” His gaze was as bitter as his tone. “I think Zamir’s going to propose a contract for Kiara’s protection.”

Nykyrian’s heart quickened, but he hid all signs of it. “Did you schedule a meeting?”

“This evening.”

Hauk turned in his chair, a smirk twisting his lips. “I thought we were too backlogged to take on anything new.”

Nykyrian shot him a venomous glare.

Hauk held his hands up apologetically.

Satisfied Hauk knew better than to question him further, Nykyrian pointed to the table where their schedules were displayed.

As was typical, Hauk complained immediately about his. “Why am I always the backup for Darling and Jayne? Especially Darling. I wish you would teach him how to breach access codes. That dick’s dangerous.”

“Me, dangerous? Last time we went out together, you set off two alarms. For a techspert, you’re seriously lacking.”

“Careful, human,” Hauk warned, showing Darling his fangs. “I might get hungry one of these nights and decide we no longer need a weaptech.”

Nykyrian shook his head at their bluster, knowing they were good friends. However, they continually harassed one another about their racial differences.

Darling was from Caron, a human system. Hauk was Andarion—an advanced predatorial race that sometimes fed on humans. A hybrid of the two races, Nykyrian didn’t really like listening to their bullshit.

Hauk had the traditional Andarion features which made for an exceptionally handsome face. The long canine teeth flashed as Hauk smiled.

Nykyrian was grateful his own teeth were smaller versions of Hauk’s. Still, they were long enough to mark him as a bastard half-breed, especially when combined with his eyes, which he never showed to the world.

Unlike Hauk, he couldn’t stand his.

But that was neither here nor there.

“Jayne,” Nykyrian said, facing the Hyshian assassin. “If you need help with your hits, I’ll back you. That will free up some of Hauk’s time.”

Jayne gave him a seductive smile. She loved the thrill of hunting and killing the corrupt. Nykyrian remembered a time past when he’d shared her enthusiasm, but those days had long fled. Now, he just wanted peace and solitude.

“The number is low this week.” Jayne scanned her list. Dragging her finger over a picture of the Probekein Emperor she’d called up, she electronically shot the photo across the desk to Hauk’s seat. “I think I could schedule an opportunity to take out Abenbi.” She winked at Hauk.

Nykyrian shook his head as he closed Abenbi’s file at Hauk’s end. “Stick with the assigned political  assassinations. I want no messages of the Probekein Emperor’s murder.”

Hauk curled his lip. “That bastard deserves to die.”

Nykyrian tensed at the direct confrontation. “We have enough warrants out for our arrests. Let’s not give them a reason to execute us, shall we? We need solid proof before we act. When I have it, I’ll gladly allow you and Jayne to have him. Hell, I’ll even help,” he compromised, unwilling to fight with one of his few true friends. He had enough enemies for that.

Hauk retreated back into his chair.

Nykyrian glanced around at each of them. “We haven’t any missions in the near future that require the entire group. There are some overlaps. Note them and plan accordingly. Keep your links open in case of an emergency. Our next meeting is in eight days, the time is noted on your schedule. Good luck,” Nykyrian finished more out of habit than necessity.

The members downloaded their assignments into their various portables, then grabbed their helmets and took their leave with Hauk donning the guise of Nemesis—a safeguard in case someone was watching the room.

Syn remained seated with Nykyrian, waiting for the room to clear.

As soon as the door closed, Syn turned to face him. “I don’t know if you should accept Zamir’s contract. We can’t afford liabilities.”

Nykyrian hated the way Syn was able to read him. Though he kept his expressions and moods carefully guarded, Syn had always possessed an uncanny ability to see past his facade and he was the only creature alive Nykyrian allowed to question his actions. “I really wish you’d stop second-guessing my thoughts. Like I told  Hauk, we’re too backlogged to take on any more. You’ll have to apologize to her father. Tell him to call out his Gourish troops to protect her.”

He moved to the right wall and pushed the buttons for his change of clothes. “We’re killers, not babysitters,” he finished, stripping his battlesuit off.

Syn turned his back to Nykyrian and continued talking, “You’re attracted to her.” It was a statement, not a question.

“No shit,” he said drily. “I’m not blind or dead . . . yet. Can you tell me she holds no appeal for you?”

Syn laughed. “Oh hell yeah—I’d definitely love to get a piece of that. But I also know how many times you’ve gone to see her dance. Face it, Kip, you’re infatuated with her, and that’s not like you.”

“She’s a beautiful woman. I lust for her, nothing more.” Nykyrian replaced the wall, unwilling to let anyone, even Sheridan, know about his real feelings. Picking up his boots from the floor, he sat in his chair.

“Nothing more?” Syn swung his chair around to face him with a cocked eyebrow.

Nykyrian glowered at him as he jerked his boots on. “This discussion is terminated.” He retrieved his shades from the table and put them on to hide his odd, green, human eyes.

With one last grimace at Syn, he quit the room.

He shoved Syn’s words out of his mind as he walked down the corridor while people scurried away from him as if they feared he’d kill them just for being there.

Like he would bother with any of them.

Nykyrian rolled his eyes at their actions and Syn’s stupid fears. He was a soldier, not some lovesick idiot. All too well, he knew his duties and obligations, nothing  would ever distract him from them. Especially not a dancer whose father ruled a government and an army that wanted him dead.

He was and had been many things in his life, but stupid had never been one of them.

Making his way toward Mira and her post, he was glad to shed his Nemesis disguise. The birth of Nemesis had been a necessity—it left him free to roam without too many snipers taking shots at him. And with his unique hybrid features, if the authorities were to ever learn the identity of Nemesis, it wouldn’t take them long to run him into the ground.

Not that they weren’t already trying, but he didn’t need to give them another reason to come for him.

For now, people assumed Nykyrian Quiakides to be another minion of Nemesis; a role that suited him well. So long as his identity was secret, he could maintain a quasi-normal existence.

But his identity was only one of many reasons he could never involve himself with someone. If he’d learned anything in his life, it was that no one could ever be trusted.

People were his friends until he looked the other way.

Even as much as he trusted Syn and the others, he still wouldn’t be surprised if one of them went for his back someday. It was, after all, inherent to all their species. The entire histories of their worlds had been written in the blood of friendships and alliances gone bad.

But Kiara . . .

Nykyrian stifled the emotions that filled him as he thought of her, and reverted to the soothing emptiness he relied upon.

She was nothing to him and she would never be anything more than a leftover memory.

At least that’s what he thought until he entered the room and came face to face with her and those haunting amber eyes . . .




CHAPTER 4

Once again, Kiara came awake to unfamiliar surroundings, but these didn’t seem quite as ominous as before. For one thing, she wasn’t lying on a pile of filthy garbage, and for another, her wrists had been cleaned and bandaged. They no longer hurt her at all.

But as she recalled Nemesis, she jolted up, her heart lodged in her throat.


Where am I? This wasn’t the ship where she’d fallen asleep. There was no movement. No gentle hum of engines . . .

She was on the ground somewhere.

What had they done with her? It was extremely disconcerting to wake up with no idea of her location or how she’d come to be here. She was alive, but for all she knew, she was still being held captive.

Angry and scared, she searched the room, looking for some clue about her fate.

Suddenly, the dim lights brightened. The door faded to transparency to show Kiara a heavy-set, elderwoman in a nurse’s uniform looking into the room. The woman hesitated as if uncertain whether or not she should enter. A kind smile like that of a doting grandmother curled her lips as the door finally slid open to admit her.

“You’re safe.” She moved to stand next to the bed.  The door returned to being an opaque dark gray. “No one here will hurt you. I promise.” The woman’s dark brown eyes glowed with honesty and warmth. Kiara trusted her.

With the lights brightened, she noticed the richness of the furnishings. The bed she sat on was made of dark, carved wood, a rarity few could afford. White gossamer sheers hung over the tall posts, shielding the bed from a stray draft. Yet there was an armoire of medical equipment next to it. The room looked like a strange cross between a hospital and a hotel.

Confused, Kiara looked back at the woman. “Where am I?”

“The where isn’t important. You’ll be home soon now that you’re awake.” She beamed with a face Kiara recognized as one belonging to a fan. “Are you hungry or thirsty, Your Highness?”

At Kiara’s declination, she moved toward the door. “My name’s Mira. You stay here and I’ll retrieve your battlesuit for you. If you need anything, just press the call button and either I or another nurse will come immediately.” With one last smile, she left.

Kiara let out a slow breath, hoping the woman wasn’t lying to her. Mira seemed harmless enough, but one could never be too sure.

In the still quietness of the room, she heard the fierce wind outside and an insistent thumping. Her gaze was drawn to the brightly colored windows on the far wall. An oddly shaped, knobby tree blew in the strong wind, knocking branches against the window.

Frowning, she wished she could identify the tree. That might help her figure out where she was.

But then she’d never been the most attentive of students even on her best day, and while she knew the basics about the planets that made up the United Systems  of the Ichidian Universe, she didn’t know anything as advanced as their different vegetation.

Scrap, her father had been right. That trivial garbage they’d tried so hard to teach her could have come in handy after all . . .

Kiara sighed, her thoughts turning to her father. By now someone had most likely discovered her absence and reported it. No doubt he was frantically gathering forces to search every fraction of space for her. Given what had happened the last time she’d been kidnapped, she could only imagine the terror, fear and anger he was going through.

Her throat tightened as she prayed these people really intended to return her to Gouran. She wasn’t sure her father could mentally handle losing her like this.

Not after what had happened last time . . .

The door slid open, startling her from her thoughts. Expecting Mira, she turned, then froze as her breath caught at the last thing she expected to see.

Whoa . . .

This wasn’t Mira.

Tall and lean, he was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen in her entire life, and given the hot pieces of cheese employed by her dance company, that said a lot. But none of them compared to the dangerous stranger in her room. While the men she was used to were hotter than hell, what they lacked was the fierce aura of power that emanated from this man and his stern, steely features.

It was as if he were the deadliest of predators.

Feral. That was the only word to do him justice. Surely there wasn’t another soldier in the entire universe who could match him in terms of raw beauty or lethal demeanor.

His blond hair was snow white and his features sharp and icy. He wore a pair of black shades that annoyed her  since she couldn’t see the upper part of his face or the color of his eyes. Not that it mattered. She saw enough to know that in the land of gorgeous men, he had no competition.

As a stark contrast to his white hair, his clothes were a black so deep they seemed to absorb all light, and they were trimmed in silver . . .

No, not silver. Those were weapons tucked into the sleeves and lapels of his ankle-length coat. The left side of it was pulled back, exposing a holstered blaster that was strapped to his left hip. The tall flight boots had silver buckles going up the sides that were fashioned into the image of skulls. At least that’s what she saw at first glance, but as he moved closer she realized those could come off and double as weapons, too.

Wow, he was either extremely paranoid or more lethal than a team of League assassins.

And that said something.

The collar of his shirt was high, but opened enough at the neck to show her a glimpse of a vicious scar along his throat. It looked as if someone had tried to behead him.

And as he came closer, she realized he had more scars just above and below his ears, along with fainter scars that cut across his cheeks to his nose. They didn’t mar his attractiveness, but were obvious nonetheless. Like something had clawed him . . . only they were more precise—as if his face had once been inside a vice or some sort of contraption.

Had he been tortured?

As he turned his head to the side as if listening for something outside, she saw the silver and black comlink in his ear and the long braid down his back—the mark of a trained assassin. And since he wasn’t in a  military uniform, it meant he was freelance. The lowest of the low.

No, he wasn’t dangerous.

He was a coward and a bully.

Her blood ran cold as her anger snapped.

Nykyrian paused as he caught the look of hatred in Kiara’s amber eyes. He’d assumed, or maybe hoped, she’d still be asleep—that he’d be able to return her to her father before she awoke.

He should have known better.

She was awake and by the look in her eyes it was obvious she hated his guts . . . and that was without knowing he was Nemesis. Damn, how much worse would her lips curl if she knew the truth of him?

Not that it mattered. She was just a momentary blip in the stream of his life.

Yet even with her obvious disdain for him, his body reacted to her as if she caressed him with her hands. He was so hard and aching, it was all he could do not to curse. Every part of him was attuned to her.

Every part craved her . . .

Syn’s right. I am an asshole.

Kiara was the only woman he’d ever really wanted and damned if he knew why. There was just something about her that reached out to him. The way she moved like a dream. So graceful. So tranquil.

Something about her seemed pure and untouched. Innocent. And it made him forget, even for a moment, how sullied he was.


You’re such an idiot.

He was Nemesis. Alone. Lethal. Cold. That was all the comfort he’d ever need. Yet a part of him he hated wanted to know, just once, what it would feel like to be held by a woman like her.


Gah, you’re nauseating. If he kept this crap up, he was going to make himself sick.

Narrowing his eyes in aggravation at himself, he finally spoke. “I assume Mira has gone for clothing.”

Kiara scooted back on the bed as she eyed him warily. “You’re Andarion.”

Wow, he’d stupidly thought her disdain couldn’t increase. There was more venom in that one word than in the poison capsule he kept tucked in his pocket for the seriously off chance he might be in a no-win situation one day.

He ran his tongue over his long, canine teeth. Ah, hell, who was he kidding? They were fangs, pure and simple. And by now, he should be used to humans despising him for them. “Don’t worry, I’ve eaten already.”

That only seemed to anger her more. “Are you the one who will take me home?”

“If you prefer, I could float you back.”

He expected her to cut loose with profanity all over him. But she surprised him. “You know, your sarcasm isn’t appreciated right now. I’ve been drugged, beaten, nearly raped, saved, drugged again, hijacked, and now threatened by you. Tell me, what else should I look forward to? Torture, or just a good maiming?”

Nykyrian did something he’d never done before. He backed off. She was right. She’d been through one hell of an ordeal and all things considered, she’d come out of it with her spirit intact.

He cut a slight bow to her. “Forgive me, mu Tara. I’m not trained for manners.”

Kiara would have asked him what he was trained for, but the answer was obvious.

To kill.

Their exchange was curtailed as Mira returned with the battlesuit Syn had given Kiara earlier. “Oh, Nykyrian,” she said in startled alarm. “I didn’t know you were here.”

Kiara noted Mira’s instant discomfort. The woman literally cringed as if terrified he’d lash out and hit her.

Just how many times had he beaten her for her to react that way?

“I’ll wait outside.” He moved to the door.

Mira’s frown followed him.

As soon as he was gone and the door solid again, Kiara drew the bed veil to one side and stepped from the bed. Her toes curled away from the chilly floor. “You don’t like him?”

Mira jumped as if she’d stepped on her foot. “No,” she said in a rush. “It’s not that. It’s just . . . He’s just . . . a little frightening, I guess.” Mira handed her the suit.

No, he was a lot frightening.
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