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Princess
Natalia, one of the beautiful and strong daughters of Lyra, has
spent her whole life on Lyra Five behaving just as a princess
should, except for one thing. After her daily duties she sneaks out
at night to sing in the bars of Lyra Five, pretending to be someone
else. Natalia loves to sing, more than anything else in the galaxy,
until the night that Ixion, the handsome commander of the royal
assassins, comes to the bar to bring her home.




Ixion is the
only man Natalia has dreamed of since she first saw him seven years
ago, but she’s sure he doesn’t notice her and she’s determined to
change that. But Natalia couldn’t be more wrong.




Ixion has loved
his elusive princess, Natalia, since the night he revealed himself
to her, and now he faces a daily struggle between his duty and his
heart, between hoping a princess could love him, an assassin and
man of no rank in society, and fearing that she loves another man
more worthy of her heart.




When Natalia
insists on going to the spring festival, Ixion is ordered to ensure
her safety, just as she hoped, but things don’t go as smoothly as
she had planned. An explosion in the port triggers a battle between
the purist factions and the imperial army and Natalia is caught in
the middle of it.




Will Ixion be
able to protect Natalia? Will Natalia be able to convince Ixion
that she loves him and that the passionate night they share won’t
be their only time? When her family discovers she’s in love with an
assassin, will Natalia be able to save him or will Ixion face a
death sentence?
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Chapter
1




Natalia lifted her head
and almost stopped singing when she spotted him sitting alone at a
table at the back of the dark and crowded club.




What was he doing
here?




Without missing a beat,
Natalia continued to sing to the gathered Terrans but his presence
played on her mind, making her movements restrained. She pushed
rogue spikes of her black hair off her neck, trying to cool down
while still looking as though she was dancing. Nerves fluttered in
her stomach, keeping time with the fast bouncy music. She twirled
and the moment she faced front, her gaze snapped back to
him.




He stared at
her.




The room was too hot. Her
eyes darted to the exits either side of the stage. She struggled to
keep singing under his watchful gaze.




What was a royal assassin
doing here?




Was he here for her, and
if he was, why had they sent him?




The song faded. Natalia
gave a quick bow and then fled the small stage. No time for the
usual talk at the end of her set tonight. The applaud ceased when a
door slid shut behind her. No time for an encore.




She had to get
away.




Natalia turned down the
corridor to her changing room, hurrying along it as quickly as she
could manage in the platform-heeled metallic pink boots. The door
to the changing room slid open and she hit the pad to shut it
behind her. No time for a shower. She stripped off the small shiny
pink and white top, the long gloves, and the tiny shorts and
stuffed them into the black bag that she always brought with her.
She tugged on her long deep blue dress and fumbled with the
fastenings across the front, struggling to tighten and tie the
ribbons with her trembling fingers. When she was done with her
dress, she grabbed her hair, twirled it around into a knot at the
back of her head and pinned it roughly into place.




What was he doing
here?




Did her father know about
her singing?




Her breaths shortened and
came faster when she thought about how angry her father would be if
he discovered that she had been singing in the slums of Lyra Five.
Her mother would kill her.




Maybe the assassin was
just in the club to relax like all the other patrons. Maybe she was
mistaken.




Natalia stormed along the
corridor towards the exit that led to the narrow street at the back
of the club. The palace was far away but she was going to run all
the way there, even up the steep hill on which it stood overlooking
the city. She would be in her rooms within the hour. No one would
know that she had been gone.




She sent a prayer to
Iskara that she was mistaken and it wasn’t him. The bright lights
on the stage could easily have turned someone else’s face into his.
It might not be him.




No. It was definitely him.
The lights hadn’t been that strong and she had taken a good look at
him. She had only seen his face once before but it was enough. You
didn’t forget a royal assassin.




She had to get home.
Perhaps he hadn’t recognised her. No one else did. Renie was the
more famous of them and Natalia always looked different when
attending public events and around the palace. He might not
recognise her.




The beaten grey metal back
door slid open as she approached.




Natalia froze in her
tracks, her heart hammering.




“Princess
Natalia,” he said, voice deeper than she had expected.




It sent an odd tremor
through her.




Ixion stepped forward.
Head to toe in black, and with his dark hair, he was a sight to be
seen. His clear purple eyes fixed on her as he moved into the
corridor, blocking her only exit. The muscles of his lithe body
shifted beneath his tight black uniform with each step.




Natalia’s palms sweated
and her skin turned tacky. She clutched the bag over her shoulder
and tried to see if she could pass him. It was too hot in the
building. She longed to drink in the cool night air and to return
home to her apartments in the palace. She wanted to pretend that
she hadn’t been caught.




“I don’t know
who you mean.” The quiver in her voice ruined her
denial.




“Princess
Natalia,” he said again and her heart fluttered at the way her name
sounded on his lips—soft and sensual. She had never heard him speak
before, didn’t know anything about him or any of the royal
assassins.




She tried to move past him
but he shifted to block her path, towering over her. She didn’t
even know where he was from. He wasn’t Lyran or Terran. None of the
assassins were. They were a different species entirely.




Natalia tried the other
side but he blocked her again.




She stared at his
knee-high black leather boots and hunched up, clutching her bag
with both hands over her right shoulder. It was no use. While she
had never seen him close up or more than once, he had clearly seen
her a lot of times, enough to recognise her when others hadn’t. She
supposed that was part of his job. He and his men were often used
as stealth bodyguards for her family.




“Did father
send you?” she said, giving up her attempt to lie. It probably
didn’t do to lie to a royal assassin. Although they worked for her
father, they were still deadly and mysterious, giving off an air of
men who would gladly kill anyone if they were offered the right
price.




Natalia corrected herself.
Ixion wouldn’t. He had been with her family since she could
remember. She had heard his name repeatedly from when she had only
been a child. He was loyal to her family.




Her eyes scanned up the
length of him, over taut muscles that were only emphasised by his
uniform, until they reached his face.




Ixion shook his head,
causing finger-length strands of his black hair to fall down across
his pale forehead.




In a way, he looked
Minervan, but she knew that he wasn’t. No Minervan had eyes so
vivid and purple.




“Mother?” she
whispered, hoping he would say no. She didn’t want to upset her
mother, not after what she had been through with Renie and Rezic’s
kidnapping by the Vegans.




“None at the
palace know.” His voice was as smooth as the ocean of Lyra Five,
and almost as deep.




Natalia exhaled long and
slow, and then frowned at him. “You knew.”




“No one of
importance knows,” he said as though correcting himself and
her.




No one of importance? He
was part of the palace and an important part of it in her
eyes.




He placed his right hand
to his chest and bowed his head, closing his eyes. His hair fell
forwards, a mass of long spikes that hung in front of his
face.




“It is not
safe, my lady. We must return to the palace.”




Natalia tightened her grip
on her black bag and nodded. At least she wouldn’t be frightened on
her way home tonight. Sometimes some of the men had too much cheap
Lyran Aquan and came around back to serenade her with lewd
suggestions and offers. She didn’t think that they would dare
approach her when Ixion was by her side.




His eyes opened and he
looked up at her through the strands of his hair, his purple eyes
cool and impassive. When she blinked, he straightened and turned,
moving out into the alley.




Natalia
followed.




They walked along the main
street of the city. It ran straight to the palace and she could see
it standing tall in the distance on top of the hills, lit up in the
dark. Its pale stone towers shone brightly, like something out of
the fairytales her mother had told her as a child. The waterfalls
thundered down from arches at its base to the river one hundred
feet below.




Her cousin Sophia had told
her that the emperor’s palace on Varka Prime was similar to hers,
but a lot spikier and darker looking. She had looked up a picture
of it and had decided that her palace was far superior. There was
nothing in the galaxy that could compare to the beauty of her home.
She loved it with all her heart, even when it felt like a prison at
times.




Turning her attention away
from the palace, she looked in the windows of the small redbrick
buildings that lined the main street. The stores sold all kinds of
goods, from junk to antiques and food to clothes. They were a
treasure trove when they were open during the day hours and a place
that she loved to wander around with her attendants in the rare
times they had managed to escape the palace alone. There was always
something new and fascinating to find.




In one of the windows was
a pretty painted card advertising the upcoming spring festival.
Natalia wanted to go to it but had never been allowed. Her
attendants went every year and always came back with stories of
wild animals and even wilder men, and of beautiful clothes and
bolts of stunning coloured silks and materials. She loved to make
her own clothes. Her outfit that she sung in at the club was one
that she had made and certainly one that she had kept hidden from
her parents. Her mother would have Snrikiks if she ever found out
about her singing.




Natalia snuck a glance at
Ixion. The street was only lowly lit by the tall glowing white
lights that hung from the roofs of the shops but it was enough to
see his face. He was younger than she had expected considering how
long ago she had first heard his name and far more handsome. She
didn’t remember him looking this good the only time she had seen
him but then he had been far away, not close enough for her to see
any real detail. She had noticed his eyes though, couldn’t forget
the rich clear purple of them and the way they had fixed on her,
intent and unnerving her back then. When they had settled on her
tonight, she had felt no fear. She had only felt a strange stirring
deep inside her and incredible warmth that had suffused every inch
of her body.




They turned down a side
street and came out by the river. The lights were brighter here,
making the rapidly running water sparkle like diamonds. Two large
passenger freighters passed overhead, one going towards the city
port and one away, the tinny whine of their engines loud in the
night. She wondered where the one leaving was going as it moved
into the distance and struggled upwards. Out of the planet for
certain and probably only to another one in the Lyra system, but
she imagined that it was going somewhere far away, to a place that
she had never been.




To one where Ixion might
have come from.




She looked at him again,
as furtively as possible so he didn’t realise that she couldn’t
keep her eyes off him. He was incredible. His straight nose, the
delicious curve of his dusky lips, and the strong square line of
his jaw made his profile so noble that she could imagine that he
was a prince from some distant planet. The light shone off his
purple eyes, making them bright. It wasn’t just his profile that
made him regal. It was the way that he held himself. He walked with
his shoulders back and chin tilted up, a confident stride that
spoke of assurance. No man was a threat to him. More than a prince.
He looked like a king.




Her gaze flickered to the
palace. He was certainly more of a prince than two of her older
brothers, Aiden and Ciel, and possibly more than her oldest brother
Rezic.




Natalia glanced at Ixion
again and then up at the crescent moon and the stars beyond. Where
did Ixion come from? How old had he been when he had joined the
royal assassins?




She had first heard his
name when she was five. That was twenty Lyran years ago now. Ixion
didn’t look beyond fifteen years older than her. She wanted to ask
him about his species but didn’t dare converse so freely with him.
A princess wasn’t supposed to talk to those outside her circle,
even if she wanted to know about them more than anything in the
world.




If she knew what species
he was, she could look it up on her computer pad at home and learn
more about him. She could find out whether his species aged
differently to Lyrans, like the Varkans and Vegans did. He was no
species that she recognised. She had never met another man like
him. Everyone seemed so ordinary in comparison.




He was quiet as he walked
beside her but she could sense that he wasn’t deep in thought. He
was aware of everything, his hands remaining constantly near the
two long daggers strapped to his thighs. Did he think that she was
in danger? The streets were empty. They hadn’t seen a soul since
leaving the entertainment quarter.




The light shone on him
again, making the delicate royal Lyran blue embroidery around the
cuffs of his black stand-up collared jacket glimmer.




Natalia realised that he
hadn’t been out tonight without reason. If he had been off duty, he
wouldn’t have worn his uniform. It was obvious to any who knew
about the Lyran royal family that he was an assassin. He had been
on a mission, or he had wanted to be seen.




That was a strange notion
for Natalia. Ixion was their best assassin. She had only seen him
once in her lifetime and they had been in the same palace since she
was a child. She had seen other assassins several times, which had
led her to believe that the one time she had seen Ixion, he had
wanted to be seen.




He had wanted her to see
him.




Just as he had wanted her
to tonight.




Her parents hadn’t sent
him. He wasn’t on a mission from the palace. He had sent himself. A
chill raced through her but she wasn’t frightened. In fact, she
felt strangely honoured that Ixion had chosen to retrieve her and
bring her home safely.




It wasn’t his duty to do
such things, but he had done it nonetheless.




Which meant he was telling
the truth when he said that no one at the palace knew.




“What were you
doing in the city?” she said, hoping that he would just think that
she was making small talk and wasn’t probing for
answers.




“Following
you.” His eyes remained forwards, his deep voice
emotionless.




Her heart thumped against
her chest. Following her? He must have seen her leave the palace
and wondered where she was going so late in the day. She always
left after dinner and it was getting dark then at this time of
year.




“Why?” That
question came out blunter than she had wanted.




Ixion looked at her. He
blinked slowly but not a trace of emotion showed in his
eyes.




“I have noticed
you leaving the palace at night for several months.” He faced
forwards again and a frown married his eyebrows. “It is dangerous
at night in the city right now.”




Was it? It didn’t seem any
different to usual but he would know better than her. The only city
matters that she was involved in were balls, openings and
festivals, and any other ceremonies. Her father kept her and her
siblings away from news that he thought might upset them. Was
something going to happen? If it did, the palace was well
protected. The bridges over the wide moat would rise and the shield
would activate to cover the entire area in a dome. If something
happened, she would be safe, but it still frightened her when she
thought about it.




Her city had always been
peaceful. The only violence she had ever witnessed was drunken
fights outside the club.




“So you came
for me?” she said in a quiet voice, distracted by her thoughts and
the idea that Ixion had feared for her safety. He nodded. “Thank
you.”




His purple gaze slid to
her. “It is my duty to protect you and your family.”




She stopped and turned to
face him. “It is also your duty to tell my family what I have done,
is it not?”




Ixion came to a halt and
slowly moved to face her.




“Are you going
to tell my father?” Natalia’s heart clenched at the thought. Her
father would be so angry with her for going out into the city after
dark and singing somewhere so public without any guards. She bit
her lip and stared into Ixion’s eyes, waiting to hear her
sentence.




She would do anything to
keep him silent.




A frown creased her brow
when a voice at the back of her mind asked exactly how far she
would go to silence Ixion.




The pale light of the
streetlamp shone down on his face. His gaze held hers, steady and
intent, his stunning purple irises stirring something deep inside
her. She pressed a hand to her stomach as it warmed. Her heart
fluttered against her ribs like a butterfly, trembling in its
attempt to break free and fly to him.




He was so mysterious and
handsome, and she had never experienced anything like the pull she
felt to him. It was deep, making her chest and stomach hot, and
tingles dance along her nerve endings whenever his eyes met
hers.




“We must keep
moving,” he said at last.




Natalia shook her head.
“No. Not until you promise not to tell my parents.”




His eyes darkened as he
frowned. He looked as though he was going to refuse and then slowly
nodded.




“But you must
promise me something in return.” Those words held a sense of
foreboding and she knew what he was going to say. She didn’t move,
didn’t want to agree to his terms, even though it would mean
trouble if she didn’t. “You must stop leaving the palace to
sing.”




It hurt to agree to that,
to sacrifice the one thing that made her truly happy and feel free,
but she nodded nonetheless. She had no other choice. She was asking
a lot of him by making him promise to keep her habit secret and go
against his duty to inform her parents of any danger to the family.
The least she could do was promise that she wouldn’t put herself at
risk anymore.




With a heavy heart,
Natalia followed him over the bridge that led to the palace grounds
and through a side gate. No one was on the other side and it wasn’t
a gate that she was familiar with. Was it one that the assassins
used? She hadn’t been paying attention to whether Ixion had a key
for it.




Looking up at the palace
towering above her, she tightened her grip on her sack of clothes
and sighed. So much for freedom. She was reduced to singing in her
room again and living the life of a princess.




They walked up through the
gardens and she followed Ixion when he branched away from her
normal path and took a barely visible one through the low flowering
shrubs. It twisted and snaked its way through the garden and she
was surprised when it came out right by the door to her
apartments.




She looked back, trying to
see the path, but the night stole her vision and made the path
invisible—just as it made Ixion invisible. She could barely see him
in the low light from her apartments. He lingered in the shadows
away from her door, on the main path that led to the back of the
palace.




Natalia looked into his
eyes, wondering if he would keep his promise and whether she would
ever see him again. Twice in her life, he had allowed her to see
him, and this time it had affected her deeply. She wanted to know
more about him and how he came to be at the palace. She wanted to
know why he had come to escort her back rather than sending a
guard, and why he would keep her secret when it went against his
duty to do so.




Most of all, she wanted to
know him.




He placed his right hand
against his chest and bowed. “Goodnight, my lady.”




With that he disappeared
into the night before she could even realise he was gone. She
blinked and stared at the spot where he had been.




She pressed her hand
against the panel beside her door. The light flashed blue and the
twin arched glass and white wood doors to her apartments opened.
She looked back into the garden, trying to catch a glimpse of
Ixion.




She knew that he was still
nearby. She could feel him watching her, just as she had felt his
eyes on her at the club.




“Goodnight,”
she whispered and then walked into her apartments, knowing that she
wouldn’t be able to sleep tonight.




Not when her heart and
mind were full of Ixion.




He made her feel things
that she had never experienced before.




For the first time in her
life, she wanted to know a male’s touch.




Ixion’s touch.







****




Chapter
2




Ixion tilted his head back
and looked up the impressive height of the central courtyard of the
palace to the blazing blue sky above. It was hard to tell what time
it was. It seemed to be moving slowly today, dragging its heels as
though the sun didn’t want to set. He wished it would. Today had
been nothing short of torture.




And he couldn’t keep his
mind off Natalia.




Every shy glance and smile
she had given him had been replayed in his mind at least a thousand
times since he had left her last night. His concentration was shot,
enough that he had agreed to something without thinking it through.
Something he was regretting.




Aiden collided with Ciel
and burst into a fit of laughter when his older brother fell, his
backside hitting the white flagstones of the courtyard
hard.




Ixion’s jaw
ticked.




How could the beautiful
and elegant Natalia be related to such buffoons?




Her older brothers were
both fools, good for nothings that didn’t know the meaning of work
or study.




Ixion pressed his fingers
to the bridge of his nose.




“Again… without
the tomfoolery,” he ground the words out from between clenched
teeth.




A curse rolled off Ixion’s
tongue when the two men ignored what he had said and began to play
fight with the wooden swords that he had provided for use in their
lesson today. When their tutor returned from his urgent business,
Ixion was going to have words with him. Aiden and Ciel were
impossible. They lacked even basic manners and their fighting skill
was atrocious.




If they continued to vex
him much longer, he was going to have to intervene and show them
how quickly they would lose in a fight for their lives. He couldn’t
hurt them but he could bring them down several pegs. It would take
him no more than ten seconds to disarm and pretend to kill
them.




Ciel brushed his black
hair from his eyes, smoothing the strands back into his long
ponytail, and thrust the wooden sword at Aiden. Aiden was two years
younger than Ciel but they were both broad of build and tall, a
strange mixture of their mother and father, just like the family’s
firstborn, the twins Renie and Rezic.




Rezic showed as much
responsibility towards his species as the two younger brothers did.
Ixion didn’t think much of Renie’s exploits either. As the first
princess of the family, she should have remained on Lyra Five and
attended to her duties.




Being an elite member of
the royal guard gave him access privileges to the family’s
schedule.




All of the appointments
that were assigned to her brothers and sister, Natalia attended.
She went to all of the ceremonies and receptions, and read through
most of the invitations and letters that came to the
palace.




Her brothers and sister
could learn a lot from Natalia.




Her schedule was punishing
but she endured it because she felt a responsibility towards her
people. A true princess—kind, warm hearted, open and
beautiful.




Aiden bumped into him.
Ixion gritted his teeth and pushed him away, barely stopping
himself from hitting him as he desired to. He sighed and looked up
at the patch of sky again, willing the time to pass so he could
escape to somewhere quiet where he could be alone with his
thoughts.




“Again. From
the top. The moves that I showed you, if you please, my lords.” His
words gained a sharp edge at the last, his frustration getting the
better of him.




He had never had direct
contact with Aiden and Ciel before, but had heard about their
disrespect towards the palace staff. Having witnessed it firsthand,
he found himself struck by a longing to beat some manners into
them.




Just at that moment, a
breath of fresh air swept through the room.




Natalia.




She looked at him with
wide startled eyes and then lowered her gaze and hurried forwards.
Beautiful Natalia. His impossible dream. He had allowed her to see
him once when she was eighteen and could still remember how she had
looked at him—frightened but fascinated. He had guarded her ever
since, although she hadn’t been aware of it. When she had started
sneaking down into the city last year, he had considered stopping
her straight away but then he had seen how happy it made her to
sing and he hadn’t been able to through with it. Things were
different now though. Back then, it hadn’t been dangerous for her
to be out alone at night. Now she was attracting attention from the
wrong crowd—the kind who would kill her if they realised who she
was.




“Where are we
scurrying of to?” Aiden stepped in front of Natalia. She frowned up
at him and tried to pass but he blocked whichever direction she
went.




She turned around and
swept the two long strands of hair that framed her beautiful face
out of her eyes.




Ciel stood behind her, his
sword resting on his shoulder and a wide grin on his
face.




“I’m busy,”
Natalia said on a sigh. “Just get out of the way.”




There was a tired edge to
her voice that spoke of stress. Ixion had seen her schedule for
today and it was as gruelling as ever. By now, she would have been
working straight for six hours and would have travelled down into
the city for a council meeting about the festival. Her brothers
were being nothing but cruel by delaying her.




“Don’t go,”
Ciel said and grabbed her around the waist from behind. He lifted
her off the floor and she slid downward in her pale pink accented
white empire-line dress. It rode upwards, exposing her legs to the
thigh. “Play a while.”




Ixion swallowed hard.
Iskara. It was wrong of him but he was thankful to Ciel.




Natalia struggled,
flailing her legs, and Ixion couldn’t take his eyes off them. The
white stockings she wore made his heart thunder. His elusive
princess.




He looked away, berating
himself for taking such liberties. Natalia was a princess. It was
wrong of him, a lowly assassin, to look at her like
that.




A dull ache settled in his
chest.




It was wrong of him to
love her.




It was torture.




“Get off me,”
Natalia said and then Ciel cried out in pain.




Ixion’s head snapped
around. Ciel was clutching his shin, hopping around the courtyard
as Aiden laughed. Natalia stood with her hands on her hips, glaring
at both of her brothers. She huffed and straightened out the loose
knot of black hair at the back of her hair and the
frowned.




Ixion was about to go to
her when she stooped, picked up the wooden sword that Ciel had
dropped and stalked towards her brother. She snatched Aiden’s sword
from him and shoved it into Ciel’s hand. Her brothers stood at
least eight inches taller than her and were three times as broad,
but she wasn’t intimidated in the least.




“Play?” she
said and held the wooden sword out in both hands. “Is that what you
think this is?”




Ciel and Aiden exchanged a
confused look.




“All you two
ever do is play, and I’m going to prove it. I bet you can’t beat
me. Nothing that Ix—your tutor says goes into that thick head of
yours.”




Ixion smiled inside at the
fact that she had almost said his name. He wasn’t surprised that
she knew it. Since he was head of the royal assassins, he was often
spoken about by her father and the members of the elite
guard.




He was also silently
thankful that she intended to beat some manners into her brothers
for him.




Ciel looked wary and then
straightened to his full height, his cocksure smile back on his
face. Aiden patted him on the shoulder and gave him a look that
said it should be an easy win.




The moment Aiden had
stepped aside, Natalia launched herself at Ciel. Ixion had never
trained any of the royal family to fight but knew that the
daughters had been trained to the same level as the sons. Clearly,
Natalia had given her tutor and lessons the attention they deserved
because Ciel was immediately on the back foot, desperately blocking
her thrusts and strikes.




The look of sheer
determination on Natalia’s face only made her more beautiful. Her
emerald green eyes sparkled with satisfaction when she landed a
blow and a smile curved her delicate rose lips. Ixion pressed a
hand to his chest, willing his heart to be still when it raced at
the glorious sight of her. She fought with grace and speed, and
with immeasurable elegance fit for a princess. She was stunning. If
she hadn’t captured his heart before that moment, she would have
claimed it then.




Ciel tried to dodge her
wooden blade and swing at her but she ducked and kicked his legs
out. He crashed to the floor. Before Ciel could recover, her white
booted foot was on his chest and her sword was against his
throat.




The sound of clapping
echoed around the room.




“Stunning,” a
deep warm voice said, reflecting Ixion’s thoughts. He turned at the
same time as Natalia and her brothers to face the newcomer. General
Lyra II. Ixion immediately pressed his right hand against his chest
and bowed his head. “My sons would do well to listen to their
tutor’s instruction since their little sister has beaten
them.”




General Lyra II halted in
front of them as Aiden helped Ciel up off the floor. Natalia hid
the sword behind her back, a deep blush staining her
cheeks.




“You will never
make officers if you do not apply yourself to your studies,”
General Lyra II said with a saddened expression.




Ixion didn’t think that
Aiden or Ciel wanted to be in the imperial army. Neither of them
showed any inclination to do anything besides playing the
fool.




“Natalia,”
General Lyra II said as he turned to face his daughter. She looked
up at him with wide eyes that held a trace of fear. Her father was
an imposing figure but Ixion didn’t think that she had a reason to
fear him. He hadn’t said a word about her singing in the city
clubs. He would take that secret to his grave for her. “I would
like you to come with me. I need to discuss something with you
before I leave to meet Renie and Rezic at the edge of the system
and escort them home.”




Natalia nodded and handed
the fake sword to Aiden.




Ixion kept his head bowed
but watched her as she passed. She was frightened. Why? Was she
expecting some sort of retribution for her behaviour today or was
it something else?




The town clock chimed the
hour, the sound of the bells carried on the still warm air. Ixion
saluted Aiden and Ciel and left. Rather than heading back to his
quarters and reporting for duty, he followed Natalia and her
father. It went against his duty to spy on General Lyra II but he
had to know what he was going to say to Natalia, because whatever
it was, it scared her.




They disappeared into her
father’s chambers and Ixion hung back. He couldn’t stand by the
door and listen. It was too obvious. There were rooms adjoining her
father’s office. He looked around the wide arched stone corridor
and then went into one. It was a grand drawing room. He had been in
it once before when he had first arrived and the general and
Natalia’s mother had greeted him and the others. There was a door
that joined it to the office where Natalia and her father were.
Ixion walked over to it and leaned his head against the dark wooden
door, listening.




“Several
potential suitors have contacted me.”




Ixion wished that he
hadn’t heard those words right. He closed his eyes and leaned
harder into the door, until his skull ached.




“Suitors?”
There was a high note of panic in Natalia’s voice but something
told Ixion that her father’s suggestion wasn’t so wholly
unexpected.




She was mating age after
all and her sister was to be married. It made sense that her father
would start to think about finding her a husband too.




A husband?




Ixion felt sick. He had
watched Natalia for seven years. Had fallen in love with her. Now
he was going to have to stand by and watch as she was married off
to some whelp of a male for the sake of the prosperity of Lyra and
good relations with whatever species the male was from. It turned
his stomach.




He pressed his hand to the
door, wishing that he could see Natalia’s face so he knew what she
was feeling. Did the thought of suitors frighten her?




“Send them
away,” Natalia said and something slammed into something else. Her
fist? It sounded as though she had hit something. “I want no
suitor!”




“Natalia… my
sweetest angel of Iskara… you are twenty five. When you turned
mating age it was only a matter of time before you attracted the
attention of suitors. You are beautiful, the very image of your
mother, and it will be a sad day for me when you marry.”




Ixion’s fingers curled
into a tight fist. How could her father talk like that when he was
clearly going against her will just by entertaining the thought of
allowing males to court her?




“You will be
waiting a long time because I refuse. I will not have males
peddling their wares for my heart!”




There was such force
behind those words that Ixion was sure her father would be shocked
by the outburst. Couldn’t he see that she hated the very idea of
having suitors come to the palace to court her?




The silence in the room
next door stretched on. Ixion’s breathing was slow and steady even
when his heart beat fast with anticipation of what would happen
next. He needed to see her face so he could read her feelings.
Years of watching her had given him the ability to see the emotions
she felt even when only a tiny trace of them showed on her face. He
could see beyond it to her heart.




Looking down, he frowned
at the old-fashioned brass handle and lock. He crouched and peered
through the keyhole. He could see part of Natalia. She was facing
towards him, staring intently at her father, her hands pressed
against the wide wooden desk.




“Natalia.” Her
father’s tone was cautious. “Is there someone already?”




Ixion’s eyes widened. He
watched Natalia closely. Her blush gave her away.




“Tell me,
Natalia.”




She shook her head and
lowered it. Her fist came up and pressed against her lips. Ixion
silently begged her to say the name of the male in her heart. He
wanted to know who he had to kill. If it was anyone other than him,
foolish dream as that was, he would see to it they
disappeared.




The door opened behind her
and a tall man stepped in, dressed in a tight blue and black flight
suit. He saluted.




“I must leave,”
her father said and Ixion heard a chair move. Her father appeared
in view and then stopped beside her, facing his officer. He placed
a hand on her shoulder and turned his head towards her. “We will
speak of this in a few days when I return.”




With that, he walked away.
Natalia remained in the same spot, hunched up and with her eyes
closed. The pink stain on her cheeks darkened, as though she was
thinking of the male who had stolen her attention. Ixion’s heart
darkened at the same rate as her cheeks, jealousy coiling deep
within it. He had never wanted to kill a male more. He had never
wanted to kill anyone at all for his own sake.




He stood and reminded
himself that it wasn’t his place to do things outside of his orders
and his duty. Following Natalia into the city had broken the rules
of a royal assassin, along with his failure to report her actions.
He couldn’t break any more rules without drawing attention to
himself and bringing dishonour to his family.




As difficult as it was for
him, he had to maintain his distance from Natalia and stop fooling
himself into believing that something might ever happen between
them. A princess would never fall in love with an assassin, and she
would certainly never marry a man like him.




When she married, it would
be to a king, a leader of men and a public figure that people
looked up to. A male of the standing that she deserved.




It wouldn’t be to someone
who didn’t even exist in the eyes of universe.




It wouldn’t be
him.







****




Chapter
3




Natalia sighed for the
hundredth time and stared out over the beautiful city as the sun
set. Golden light cast an unearthly glow over the tiled roofs of
the town and the tall tower of the city hall, turning them warm and
peaceful. She had seen pictures of the towns that had once stood on
Earth and one in particular reminded her most of her city. A place
they had called Prague. She was sure that the city architects must
have studied the towns of Earth when they had designed
hers.




The waterfall cascaded
below her, dropping the hundred feet to the pool at its base. The
sun turned the water golden as it flowed out into the city,
following the intricate network of canals.




In the town square, she
could see them setting up the festival but it was too far away to
get any real image of what it would look like. She longed to go
there once in her lifetime, to wander around the stalls and see the
entertainment with her own eyes. Hearing about it from her
attendants wasn’t enough. Every year it sounded more exciting, and
every year she wanted to go more.




A small sleek blue and
silver fighter vessel lifted off from the royal port and circled
around the palace before heading upwards.




Her father.




She glared at the ship,
glad that he was gone. Suitors? What was he thinking? She didn’t
want him to try to pair her off in the same way her cousin Sophia’s
father had.




Natalia rested her elbows
on the white stone balustrade of the balcony and propped her head
up on her hands. Suitors?




She wanted to be free to
choose her own husband just as her older sister Renie had. Renie
would return soon with her twin Rezic. Natalia couldn’t wait to see
them again, and meet the Vegan prince that Renie was going to
marry, but the excitement was dampened by her father’s proposition
to find her a suitor.




A suitor!




Natalia turned her glare
on the city. She didn’t want males offering her planets and systems
and monies or power. She wanted to be left alone. She wanted to be
free.




She wanted to
sing.




The sun touched the
horizon and she looked down at the entertainment quarter. With the
setting of the sun, the city would be changing. The stores would be
closing and the bars opening. It was a different world down there
after dark.




A deep longing to go down
into the city to the club grew in her heart but she told herself
that she couldn’t. Singing made her forget her worries and made her
happy. It was the one thing that made her feel free.




It was the one thing that
she had promised she would give up.




She couldn’t go down into
the city. She had sworn to Ixion that she wouldn’t go there
anymore, even though she desperately wanted to. It would break her
promise with Ixion and he might tell her parents this time. She
couldn’t outsmart a royal assassin of his standing. No matter which
way she chose to go, he was bound to see her and stop
her.




It was useless.




She couldn’t risk it. If
Ixion told her father, he might keep her locked in the palace until
he found a male to marry her off to.




Soft steps on the white
flagstones made her tense. She imagined it was a handsome male
dressed in black, a dangerous male who made her giddy just from
looking at him. The person came to stand beside her.




Not a male at
all.




Her mother.




Natalia looked at her,
managing a smile. Her father was right. She was the very image of
her mother. Their black hair and bright green eyes matched
perfectly. Her brothers and sister all looked more like their
father. Perhaps that was why her father doted on her so much,
because she looked like her mother. But then that didn’t answer the
question burning in her heart. Why had her father decided to start
accepting proposals for her?




“Missing your
father?” her mother said.




Natalia took the small
black translator bud from her ear. Sometimes it was nice to speak
to her mother without it.




“No,” Natalia
said in Terran. Her mother smiled and removed her translator
too.




“Have you two
been arguing again?” Her mother’s look was gentle, concerned, and
it lifted some of the weight from Natalia’s heart but made her feel
weak at the same time. If she cried like she wanted to her mother
would understand, but what kind of princess cried over something
like this? She had always been the strong one, the responsible one,
and that wasn’t going to change now.




Natalia looked out at the
city again.




“Are there
really suitors contacting you?” Her voice trembled but she held it
together. She wouldn’t cry over something like this.




“He told you
then?” her mother said on a sigh and placed her arm around
Natalia’s shoulders. She squeezed them and Natalia closed her eyes,
feeling as though her future had already been determined and her
sentence pronounced. Her father really did intend to take proposals
from suitors. “Don’t worry. He won’t go through with
it.”




“How do you
know?” Natalia leaned her head against her mother’s shoulder,
needing the comfort.




“Because he has
mentioned it before and nothing came of it. He won’t give you up so
easily… at the moment he is just overwhelmed. He didn’t expect you
to grow up so quickly and be noticed so soon after you turned
mating age.”




There was a little comfort
in those words but not enough. Her father could be unduly stubborn
when it came to his duty and he would see finding her a good
husband as one of his duties, even when she was willing to beg him
not to. In that respect she was much like her father. She would do
her duty and what was expected from her, even when it broke her
heart.




“I don’t want a
suitor,” she mumbled, her heart heavy again.




“And you won’t
have one,” her mother said and held her closer. “Renie and Rezic
will return soon and we will all be together again. The
preparations for Renie’s wedding will keep him distracted. We can
make sure that we reach the letters before him and get rid of any
ones from suitors. If they contact him directly through the
imperial army, we will simply have to bide our time. Renie’s
wedding will satisfy him and it is only a few months
away.”




A few months. In that
time, her father might have given his consent to any number of the
suitors who were bound to contact him via channels that she
couldn’t access. Neither her nor her mother had the clearance
required to enter the imperial army’s computer system.




She considered asking
Rezic for help but thought the better of it. While her eldest
brother could access the system, he was bound to be on her father’s
side. Mentioning it to him would only bring it to her father’s
attention again.




It was better to sit and
wait just as her mother had suggested.




“Don’t stay out
too long. It will be cold tonight.” Her mother squeezed her
shoulders one last time and then left.




Natalia looked up at the
darkening sky. Today had been such a good day too. For the first
time in a long time, she had enjoyed doing her duty and had been
happy without resorting to singing. Why had her father had to spoil
it by talking to her of suitors?




She should have told him
who she had thought of when he had asked her if she had a male. Her
father would have had Snrikiks if she had announced that the male
she wanted wasn’t of royal blood or high status.




It was an
assassin.




Ixion.




He had been on her mind
all day. Every meeting that she had attended had been made a little
easier because she had been thinking of him. She had relived their
walk back to the palace from the city hall, telling her guards that
she wanted a little air. She had retraced their steps and
remembered the way that he had looked at her. It still made her
heart race.




But there was no hope for
a princess and a royal assassin.




Her father would have
laughed at her once the initial shock had passed. He would have
thought that she was joking.




Renie was going to marry a
prince and her father would expect no less from her.




With another long sigh,
Natalia started singing softly, hoping to lift the pain from her
heart.




Only tonight, singing
didn’t make her happy.




For some reason it made
her feel sad.







****




Chapter
4




Natalia’s heart missed a
beat and her pulse quickened when Ixion and two other men in
similar black uniform stepped out of her father’s day chambers. One
of her mother’s attendants had told her that they would find her
there. Whenever her father was away, her mother took care of
household business. Did she have business with the royal assassins?
Ixion was their commander. Natalia didn’t know the other two but
they looked the same age as Ixion, if not a little
younger.




She quickly smoothed her
sky blue empire-line dress down and slowed to a more measured and
demure pace. It had taken her three hours to dress this morning,
two and a half hours longer than usual, and the reason she had
taken such care was now talking to his men right in front of her.
If he had noticed her, it didn’t show on his face as he stood with
his profile to her, discussing something that she couldn’t
hear.




Her steps didn’t falter as
she walked towards him, her hands clasped in front of her. Her two
attendants walked a step behind her, silent support that she badly
needed. They were the closest she had to friends, two women that
she had known since turning ten. They shared everything with each
other and they were always there to support her when she needed
them most. Today was one of those days. It wasn’t just because she
had resolved to find Ixion and see him again, but because she had
decided that she was going to go out. She was going to go to the
festival and her mother wasn’t going to stop her this
time.




Ixion was only steps away
from her now. Natalia willed him to look at her, to see her. She
knew that he wouldn’t but she wanted him to. She had made so much
effort with her appearance today and it was all for him.




Just as she passed, she
heard the shift of his boots on the stone flags and felt his gaze
on her. Her mouth turned dry and she resisted the temptation to
look at him. Playing hard to get was something that her attendants
had always told her about whenever they had talked of males but it
was more difficult than she had imagined. Her strength failed as
the guards standing either side of the double door reached over and
opened it. Her gaze slid to the side and a thrill bolted through
her when she found Ixion’s clear purple eyes fixed on her
face.




“Natalia.” Her
mother’s voice jolted her out of her reverie and she stepped into
the room with her two attendants.




The doors
closed.




“Whatever
brings you here?” Her mother sat back down on the royal blue and
silver couch, spreading her long cream satin gown across
it.




Natalia could see past the
smile plastered on her mother’s face. She was always sad when her
father went away. The worry lines between her mother’s fine black
eyebrows made Natalia sigh. She went over to her mother and wrapped
her arms around her shoulders as she sat down beside
her.




Her mother’s smile
faltered.




“He’ll be back
soon,” Natalia said with a real smile, hoping to brighten up her
mother. “It’s only an escort mission within the Lyra system this
time and if he encounters any trouble, he’ll survive. He’s too
stubborn to die on the battlefield.”




Her mother laughed. “You
are right but it still doesn’t stop me from worrying about him.
Balt’s stubbornness is the reason I worry so much.”




Natalia understood that.
Her father wasn’t likely to turn tail and run if he encountered any
resistance. He would fight to the end for Lyra.




She took hold of her
mother’s hand and squeezed it as she tried to think of a way to
broach the subject that she had come here to raise. It was
difficult now that she knew her mother was worried about her
father. She didn’t want to increase that worry by suggesting that
she was going to go to the festival.




Natalia looked at her two
attendants where they waited by the door. They nodded.




Perhaps they were right.
Her plan might actually go better now that her mother was worried
and she was sure that nothing would happen to them down in the
city. They would only be there a few short hours and if things went
to plan, they wouldn’t be alone. They would have the best
protection in the galaxy.




“Mother… I am
going to go into the city today.” Her heart fluttered and she could
barely meet her mother’s gaze.




Her mother’s emerald eyes
were wide, fear shining in them. “But the festival is in full swing
and there are reports of potential unrest amongst some of the
purist factions.”




For a moment, Natalia’s
heart faltered and she almost said that she would stay in the
palace. Ixion had spoken of danger in the city but Natalia hadn’t
realised that it was so bad. The purist factions hated Lyra and
wanted revenge for what it had done to the Terran species. Years
ago, the Earth system had been caught in the war between Lyra and
Vega. It had been decimated and the Terran people scattered across
the galaxy, orphans in space. Her father had met her mother, the
last Terran princess, by accident when she was a slave and they had
fallen in love. Her mother had united her people again and it had
been so peaceful on Lyra Five, their new home world, that Natalia
had thought the Terran people’s hatred of Lyra had been healed and
its sin forgiven.




Clearly it
hadn’t.




Natalia looked at the
door. Was she willing to take the risk in order to see the festival
and Ixion? As a Lyran princess, she would be a prime target for the
purist factions. Her death would trigger the war that they wanted.
That war would be a massacre. Her father wouldn’t
hesitate.




She swallowed the dry
sticky lump in her throat and clenched her fists. She would be safe
in the city. Nothing would happen to her.




“Is the
military on alert?” Natalia said, her voice trembling the tiniest
amount.




Her mother nodded. “They
are posted in town and the palace is also on alert.”




Was that why her mother
had been speaking to Ixion? The royal assassins would be used if
there was an attack on the palace.




“Would you stop
me if I tried to go?” She needed to know. Her mother hadn’t
disapproved of her desire to go to the festival. If she was against
it, she would have said as much rather than just pointing out the
potential danger.




Her mother shook her head,
the beautiful black ringlets that tumbled from the back of her head
swaying in time with her movements. Natalia’s own black hair was
down today, falling loose around her shoulders in black waves. She
never wore it down in public. It was always tied back, centre
parted with each half plaited from the parting directly above her
nose to the nape of her neck where it met and joined into one long
plait or held in a bun. Today, she had been careful to wear it in a
way that would help disguise her identity. She wore it in the way
that she did sometimes when she sung at the club.




“No one will
recognise me as royalty,” she said and stood. “I want to see the
festival just once in my lifetime.”




“You are of
mating age and able to be responsible for your own actions. I will
not stand in your way if you want to do this. I have often wanted
to see the festival myself.” Her mother stood and placed her hand
on Natalia’s shoulder. Her expression turned pleading. “Just be
careful and be alert.”




Natalia nodded.




“Ixion!” The
loudness of her mother’s voice startled Natalia and she turned the
moment the doors opened, her eyes immediately fixing on Ixion where
he stood between them. It was exactly as she had hoped. Her mother
would ask Ixion to guard her, trusting his skills above those of
the guard. Guards would draw too much attention. No one would see
an assassin.




Ixion placed his right
hand against his chest and lowered his head. “Your
highness?”




Natalia had expected him
to call her mother ‘my lady’ as he had called her. His deliberate
use of ‘your highness’ for her mother made her feel as though his
use of ‘my lady’ for herself was more intimate, as though she
commanded him more than her mother.




“Princess
Natalia has expressed a desire to see the festival,” her mother
said and Ixion’s gaze shot to Natalia, as though he couldn’t
believe that she would do such a thing. It made her nervous. Did he
really think the threat of conflict was that real? Did he fear for
her safety? “Take two of your men and shadow her and her
attendants. At the slightest sign of trouble, you will get them out
of there and bring them back to the palace.”




“Yes, your
highness,” he said and bowed lower before backing out of the
room.




The doors
closed.




Natalia’s heart
thumped.




Was she really going to
risk her life in order to have Ixion notice her?




Perhaps her father was
right.




A male had already
captured her heart.




***




Ixion leapt over the
narrow divide between the buildings on the main street of the city.
His gaze never left Natalia where she walked below him on the
street even though his attention was spread wide, monitoring
everything for a sign of danger. He signalled his two men where
they ran over the rooftops on the opposite side of the street to
him. They nodded and disappeared, reappearing in the crowd
below.




The people were still
spread out at this end of the street, but the market square ahead
of them was packed. It would be difficult to keep an eye on the
princess and her attendants from the rooftops.




She reached the start of
the festival, passing under the large colourful banner that marked
the boundary and the first of the stalls.




Ixion watched her closely
as she moved through the gathered people. She was beautiful. Her
gown pushed her breasts up and the tight short pale blue jacket she
wore only emphasised them all the more. The glossy waves of her
long black hair spilled over her shoulders, free for once rather
than drawn back. At the palace, she had looked at him long enough
for him to notice the black kohl that lined her rich green eyes,
emphasising the shape of them and her long lashes. She was
beautiful enough to take his breath away, but it was difficult to
see her like this, knowing what her father had planned and that she
may already love another.




It was torture and he
longed for her to end his misery and silence his heart
forever.




She had a very sensual way
of moving, her hips swaying enough that it would be noticed, more
so than usual today. It was as though she knew she was being
watched, or she wanted to be watched.




The males in the crowd
were certainly out to satisfy her desire to be seen. The way they
looked at her made Ixion’s blood burn. His fingers twitched against
the two blades strapped to his legs.




Two young males at a stall
called her over, showing the fine pottery they were selling.
Another male at a stall opposite called to her too, holding up a
bolt of pure blue silk and smiling.




Ixion stroked the blades,
picturing their quick deaths at his hands. He hated the lustful and
unabashed way they raked their eyes over Natalia, lingering on her
cleavage and daring to look into her eyes.




Natalia shook her head and
moved on, her hips swaying enticingly with each step, drawing his
attention to only her, so much so that he started to forget to
focus on the crowd and look for danger.




He was no better than
those males. Her sensual air and beauty had him lusting after her
too.




No. It was more than
lust.




But whatever it was, it
was pointless, just as the males attentions to her were. They could
compete for her attention all they wanted but in the end, she would
belong to none of them.




Ixion watched her stop at
a stall with her two attendants. All three of them wore empire-line
dresses but the two attendants’ ones were noticeably different. The
material was poorer quality and made the fineness of Natalia’s
evident to everyone. The colour was also dull, the dark haired maid
in cream and the redhead in a pale green. Natalia wore sky
blue.




It turned his
stomach.




Sky blue would be the
colour she wore at her wedding.




Her father’s conversation
with her came back and Ixion stared at Natalia, wondering who the
man she had blushed about was. Did she already have someone in
mind? Had other males been contacting her, males worthy of her love
and attention? That turned his stomach too. The whole affair made
him want to turn his back right now and walk away. Pride and duty
kept him still, forcing him to continue along a path that would
inevitably break his heart. It was a path that he had to tread. An
assassin had no right to desire or love a princess and it was time
that he realised that. His duty was everything. To turn his back on
it was to disgrace his family.




She had moved on and he
was thankful that his men had followed, blending into the
crowd.




Two older males at stalls
next to each other competed for her attention, offering her sweet
candy and sugary drinks. She took some from both of them. When her
dark haired attendant tried to pay, the men waved them away,
smiling and laughing.




Did they think that giving
her free things would win her heart?




Ixion’s jaw
ticked.




If that were the case, he
would kill every suitor her father sent her way for her. It was the
only thing he knew how to do. He couldn’t offer her fine goods and
fancy delicacies. He could only kill.




That was all that he was
good for.




Natalia stopped at another
stall, this time managed by an older woman and selling jewellery.
The stones didn’t seem particularly expensive, nothing more than
cheap trinkets, but they excited Natalia and her two attendants.
The dark blue hangings on the stall were stitched with silver
stars, providing a beautiful backdrop for Natalia as she turned and
showed one necklace to her companions. A myriad of emotions crossed
her face as the bright sun made the deep purple heart-shaped stone
in the pendant sparkle. They fascinated him. He had rarely seen her
express her emotions and let them show. She looked at the tag on
the pendant and frowned when her attendant checked her purse.
Disappointment flitted across her face. Clearly she hadn’t expected
the festival to be so expensive.




They moved on, heading
deep into the crowd where there was barely any room to walk and
away from the rooftop on which he stood. He couldn’t track her from
above anymore and he was growing tired of seeing the males vying
for her attention. He needed to be closer to her, wanted her to be
his so much, even when he knew that he couldn’t have
her.




Ixion disappeared and
reappeared next to the stall that sold the jewellery. Looking down,
he spotted the necklace that had made Natalia’s eyes shine and
frowned at the price. It was expensive. The price tag was far more
Lynans than it was worth. But she had seemed to like it.




Reaching into his jacket
pocket, he took out all the Lynans that he had. He never bought
anything with his wages. It accumulated in the Central Bank of
Lyra. What he had in his pocket was this week’s pay and wasn’t
enough to buy the pendant. He looked at the old woman and then in
the direction that Natalia had gone. She had stopped two stalls
away.




His hand went straight for
his blade when someone touched his money where it sat on his
upturned palm. He stopped himself from drawing it when he saw it
was the old woman. She smiled at him, as though she knew why he
wanted the pendant, and took some of his money, not nearly enough
to cover the cost of the necklace.




“Tk’llsoi nkayk
utteaiosolance.”




Ixion stepped back,
glaring at her, shocked by the language that she had
spoken.




She offered the pendant
with a broad warm smile.




“Akkati nem
utteaiosolance.”




His hands shook when he
went to take it. The clear purple heart was warm against his
fingers and slowly turned black when he touched it. Variance stone?
He stared at the old woman. How had she managed to lay hands on
something from his home world? No traders went there. She nodded
and smiled. Her words rang in his head.




A heart for an
assassin.




How did she know
him?




An assassin deserves love
too.




She didn’t know him at
all. If she did, she wouldn’t say such things to him in his own
language.




Her eyes shifted, the
edges of her irises turning purple. Perseian. Their own language
then. He had never expected to meet another Perseian outside of the
royal assassins, not here on Lyran soil so far from home and
definitely not a female.




He bowed, pocketed the
pendant and followed after Natalia, trying to shake off the
unsettled feeling inside of him. It had been twenty Lyran years
since he had left Perseia. In that time, he had forgotten things
about his home world, things that came back to him now.




He shook them away and
focused on Natalia.




The crowd was closely
packed but he moved through it with ease, never breaking his cover
or being seen and always aware of his surroundings but focused on
Natalia.




She pointed to something a
short distance away and tugged her attendants there. Ixion slipped
through the crowd and stopped when he saw her. She was laughing. It
had been so long since he had seen her laugh. Years. It was a
relief to see her smiling again after her confrontation with her
father.




Ixion moved closer,
wanting to see what had amused her. Her eyes lit up, glittering
like the precious stone from which they had stolen their colour,
and she laughed again.




He looked at her hands as
a portly middle aged Lyran female placed a small bundle of pale
blue fluff into them. A head immediately popped out of the mass of
feathers, wide blue eyes taking in the Natalia as she stared back
at it. It pecked at her with its dark blue beak and then wriggled
as though settling down for a sleep in a nest.




A baby Friskin.




They didn’t have such
things on his planet. It was bleak and lifeless, barely able to
sustain his species let alone any wildlife, and situated beyond the
point where the markets roamed.




There was so much life on
Lyra Five.




He narrowed his eyes on
Natalia, almost smiling along with her as she laughed and stroked
the Friskin now settled and sleeping in her delicate
hand.




There was so much life in
her.




It only made him love her
more.




Natalia turned and stopped
when her eyes fell on him. Her hand continued to stroke the Friskin
even though her concentration was clearly on him. The laughter fled
her lips, replaced by a shy smile that barely tilted the corners of
her rosy lips but filled her green eyes with startling
warmth.




It tugged at his
heart.




Such a smile for
him?




He was tempted to look
around and check that she was really looking at him and not one of
the more worthy males present, but didn’t want to shatter a moment
that he knew would live in his memory forever.




No matter what happened,
he would always have this moment. This smile would always be
his.




He took a step towards
her.




The universe
exploded.







****




Chapter
5




A hot shockwave slammed
into Natalia’s back, throwing her to the ground. She held the baby
Friskin to her chest, protecting it, and angled herself so she
landed on her shoulder rather than her front. Blood rushed through
her ears, her heart thundering as she tried to make sense of what
had happened.




Her two attendants were
immediately covering her, their bodies protecting her from any
further damage. Her head spun and a ringing sound replaced the
rushing blood in her ears. She could barely hear the shrieks and
screams of the crowd over the noise. Every bone in her body ached
when she tried to move.




Suddenly she was on her
feet, the baby bird still clutched safely in her hands, and was
moving. She stumbled along, her legs shaking and weak, and looked
down at the black-gloved hand on her arm. Her gaze tracked up a
black-clad arm to its owner.




Ixion.




He said something to the
other two assassins and they were gone, leading her two attendants
off in different directions.




The crowd pushed at her,
increasing her panic to the point of hysteria. Weapon’s fire rang
out around the square and she ducked her head, clinging to the
small animal in her hands. Its frightened heartbeat almost matched
the speed of her own but she wouldn’t let anything happen to
it.




Ixion pulled her down a
side street where only a few other people were running from the
scene. Natalia looked back to see black smoke curling up into the
air and the military rushing in. So many people must have died. The
heat and force of the blast had been incredible and she could see
that it had come from the spaceport. She had been over two hundred
metres from the port. The bomb must have decimated anyone near
it.




Adrenaline made her shake
and she only managed to keep going because of Ixion’s unrelenting
grip on her arm. If he hadn’t been with her, she was sure that she
would still be back in the square, shell-shocked by the
blast.




Heavy weapons fire made
her flinch. Deep thudding echoes alerted her to the approach of
armoured suits—metal robotic armour that soldiers piloted. One
appeared at the end of the alley, blocking it completely, the suit
making her think of a huge man. It moved towards them, massive
assault rifle raised.




Ixion ducked down another
alley, heading away from it and towards the palace.




The palace.




She wished that she had
stayed there.




Smoke loomed ahead of them
and the sound of fighting was getting stronger rather than weaker.
She gasped when they came out in the midst of a skirmish and only
had time to see one man gunned down before Ixion was running with
her again, this time towards the ocean. The palace was getting
further away.




Tears filled her eyes, a
mixture of fear and reaction to the smoke. It burned her lungs but
she kept running, holding the Friskin close to her chest. They were
all in this together now and she wasn’t going to let anything
happen to any of them—not her, not the Friskin and certainly not
Ixion.




Natalia looked across at
him where he ran a step ahead of her, his gaze scanning everything.
He turned again and she wondered how well he knew the city. She had
never seen these side streets before. They were barely wide enough
for them to run down.




The palace stood in the
distance. She held the Friskin in one hand and lifted her dress
with the other, determined now to keep running and get back to her
home. Ixion’s grip on her loosened, as though he had sensed her
resolve to live, and he ran faster.




“My
attendants,” she huffed and promised herself that, if they made it
back alive, she would start running around the palace grounds to
keep fit.




“Safe with my
men. We must get you back to the palace.” Ixion didn’t sound at all
out of breath.




A wide road lay ahead of
them. Natalia stopped in the middle of it when she saw the soldiers
running along it towards them. They would help. Ixion grabbed her
arm.




“Not a wise
place to stop,” he said and pulled her forwards.




Shouts filled her ears and
she turned and saw a group of civilians running at her from the
other end of the road. No, not at her. At the soldiers. They raised
their weapons and Natalia ducked as she ran. She had barely made it
into the alley when laser fire shot down the road. One hit the wall
of the building to her right, sending brick exploding
outwards.




“Keep moving,”
Ixion said in a grim voice.




She looked up at the
palace. They were close now. She could see the bridge ahead of
them.




Her eyes widened when it
began to lift. She ran harder, desperate to reach it in time, even
when she knew it was impossible. Ixion had to grab her to stop her
from attempting to leap for it when they reached the moat. He
pulled her back, tightly holding her arm.




Along the length of the
moat, all of the bridges were rising.




They were too
late.




The last bridge clunked
into place and the pale blue shield flickered into life.




Natalia’s breathing
quickened. She had to get back in. She needed to get back into the
palace where it was safe. The whole city had gone insane. Everyone
was fighting or running for their lives. She didn’t want to be out
here anymore. She wanted to be back in her room. She wanted to be
with her family.




“Ixion
reporting in.”




Natalia turned to look at
him. He had the black band around his wrist close to his mouth, his
eyes fixed on her.




“We hear you,
Commander.” Came the reply.




“Inform her
highness that Princess Natalia is safe and contact us when the
gates are open again.”




What was he
doing?




Natalia grabbed his hand
and pulled the device to her mouth. “Lower the bridge!”




Ixion snatched his arm
back. “Belay that order. I will report in at nightfall.”




The communicator crackled
and Ixion pressed the button.




“What are you
doing?” Natalia tried to grab his arm again but he held it behind
his back. “Tell them to lower the bridge!”




“I cannot do
that. Lowering the bridge would leave the palace open to
infiltration.” His tone was soft and Natalia stopped trying to
reach his hand. He was right. She couldn’t risk her family for the
sake of getting back in. There was fighting everywhere. In the time
it took them to lower and then raise the bridge again, any number
of people could make it over into the grounds. The shield would be
down too, leaving the palace vulnerable to aerial attacks. Ixion
took hold of her arm. “I promise you, my lady, that I will keep you
safe.”




She warmed from head to
toe at those words and the fiery look in his eyes. She had no doubt
that he would protect her and keep her safe. In fact, she trusted
him with her life.




And with her
heart.




“We must move.”
He took her by the elbow and led her away from the
palace.




Natalia glanced back at
it, afraid that her family were in danger and needed her, and that
her mother would be worried.




She must have slowed
because Ixion stopped and looked at her. “Do not fear.”




It was easy for him to
say. It wasn’t his family in there and he was trained to kill. What
good would she be if they were attacked? She would only prove a
distraction for Ixion. He would want to keep an eye on her to
ensure that she was safe. It could be the opening that would see
him killed.




She looked up at the
sky.




“Do you think
my father knows?” she whispered.




“Standard
protocol dictates that he would be contacted in the event of an
uprising or emergency. The moment it had happened, they would have
sent word.” His tone started out empty but grew warmer, until it
became so soft that it comforted her. “He will be on his way back,
my lady. The skirmish will not last. You will be in the palace
again before dawn.”




Natalia nodded and then
let him lead her away. He took her through the back streets,
avoiding the areas where they had run into conflict before. When
she began to recognise some of the streets, she realised where he
was taking her.




The entertainment
district.




She looked towards it
where it lay downhill from her and then over at the spaceport far
to her right. The single black column of smoke that the bomb had
caused had been joined by others. The smell of burning wood filled
the air. Some of the buildings were on fire. Her city was
burning.




Ixion’s hand tightened
against her elbow and she looked ahead of her again. Some men were
coming. They had no weapons that she could see but they didn’t look
friendly.




Natalia’s eyes widened
when Ixion turned with her and pinned her against the wall, his
hands firm against her shoulders. She was about to ask him what he
was doing when one hand shifted to her cheek, moving her hair
across her face, and his lips pressed against hers.




Her eyes went even wider
and then slowly slipped to half mast as Ixion kissed her, his mouth
slanting over hers, turning her blood to fire and making her heart
race quicker than fear ever could.




She was too stunned to
kiss him back, could only manage small jerking movements with her
lips, was drowning in the feel of his against her and her first
kiss.




His mouth left hers and
she remained leaning against the wall, her head tilted back in
silent invitation, her mind spinning from how good it had felt to
have a man kiss her.




To have Ixion kiss
her.




His hands slipped from her
face and shoulder.




The world slowly came
back. The first thing she noticed was the small baby Friskin
wriggling in her hands. She released her grip on it a little,
apologising to it without words. The second thing she noticed was
Ixion had moved away from her and was looking along the
alley.




She turned there and saw
the men had passed them. Ixion had kissed her to protect her
identity and give the men reason to ignore them. Her heart thumped
hard against her ribs, refusing to slow while the memory of the
kiss lingered.




“Are you
alright?” He turned to her. The moment his eyes met her wide ones,
he dropped his gaze, lowering his head a fraction too. “Apologies,
my lady, for assaulting you in such a manner. When we return to the
palace, I will confess to my handling of you and—”




“Stop,” Natalia
said, not wanting to even think about what punishment he would
suffer if he confessed to kissing her. He had done it to protect
her, and it wasn’t as though it had been bad. She had enjoyed it.
“Don’t apologise.”




His eyes widened now and
shot up to meet hers. She could read the unspoken question in
them.




She wanted him to kiss
her?




A blush scorched her
cheeks and she moved away to avoid his scrutiny.




“We should keep
moving,” she muttered weakly and, a moment later, he moved past
her.




As they walked, Natalia
stroked the small blue Friskin where it lay nestled between her
hand and her breasts, hoping to soothe it. She was thankful that
Ixion didn’t look back. She couldn’t stop blushing while she
considered the answer to his silent question. Did she want him to
kiss her?




She wanted it more than
anything.




***




Ixion walked out of the
back room with a small empty shipping crate that he had found,
trying to get his thoughts off the idea that Natalia might want to
kiss him. She had responded to his kiss in only a small way, enough
that he could believe that she hadn’t like it. He had believed it
until she had told him not to apologise. Her blush had made his
heart race. The idea that she wanted him to kiss her again was
firmly lodged in his mind. He groaned inside. Iskara, he would
dearly love to kiss her again.




He placed the box down
next to Natalia where she sat on the stage of the empty club,
nursing the baby bird. When he removed the lid, Natalia frowned at
the bare plastic interior of the crate and then looked up at him.
She held the Friskin out to him and he took it, wondering what she
was going to do.




It didn’t surprise him
when she removed her small blue jacket and placed it into the
crate, moulding it into a warm nest for the bird.




It was just like Natalia
to be so thoughtful and kind. She had been protecting the baby bird
since the bomb blast, keeping it close to her heart. He had heard
her whispering soothing words to the animal, as though it
understood her. He smiled and looked down at the bundle of fluffy
feathers in his hand. It was calm, curiously watching Natalia work
to make it a comfortable bed.




When she was done, Ixion
handed the Friskin back to her and she carefully set it down in the
makeshift nest. It investigated the new environment for a few
seconds, pecking at the jacket and the tall solid sides, and then
settled down.




“Thank you,”
Natalia said as she stroked the bird.




“There is no
need to thank me. I was only carrying out orders.” He sat down on
the other side of the crate.




Natalia pulled her feet up
onto the stage and hugged her knees. Her gown had short sleeves and
the club was closed so there was no heating. It had taken them
several long minutes to find out how to turn some of the spotlights
on. The owner had given them the pass code for the back door and
told them to lock up after them. Ixion could understand why he had
wanted to get away. The battles outside showed no sign of dying
out. The weapons fire and shouting were only growing louder and
more violent.




Ixion slipped down from
the stage and came to stand in front of Natalia. He removed his
jacket and placed it around her shoulders.




The tight black vest he
wore beneath his jacket wasn’t enough to keep him warm, but the
princess needed heat more than he did. If he allowed her to become
cold and catch an illness, it would be a black mark against him and
would be a violation of his duty.




And his
feelings.




Natalia touched the lapels
of his jacket where they met in front of her chest and then looked
at him. Her gaze dropped to his body and she frowned at
something.




“What are
those?” She reached out to touch the two black leather and metal
cuffs that covered his forearms and he stepped back so she
couldn’t.




He didn’t want her
anywhere near such things.




He looked at them, turning
his arms so the underside of his forearms were upwards, and the
mechanics of the devices were visible. The short retractable blade
in each gleamed brightly under the spotlight, as though they had
never been used.




They had caused so many
deaths.




Natalia looked curious,
her eyes fixed on the devices.




“Do they come
out?” she said and a little line appeared between her eyebrows as
she peered at them, craning her neck so she could see better. “Show
me.”




He thought about not
showing her and then acceded. Her words could be considered an
order. He had to obey.




Without looking at her, he
tilted his hands back to trigger the devices. The two blades shot
out, extending past his fists, locking in place. Natalia’s eyes
were as large as twin full moons.




She didn’t look horrified
though.




She looked fascinated,
just as she had done the first time she had seen him.




He pushed the tips of the
blades up with his fingers and they shot back into the
cuffs.




“Where do you
come from?” Natalia said with a glance to his wrists and then the
blades strapped to his thighs. “I have never seen such weapons or
the methods you were teaching Aiden and Ciel with
swords.”




Ixion’s heart gave a hard
beat. She had been watching him teach her brothers? He hadn’t
taught them anything when she had been present. She must have been
watching them from the gallery around the courtyard on the first
floor of the palace and she had done so stealthily enough that he
hadn’t noticed her.




“I am
Perseian.” Speaking the name of his species made him remember the
pendant that he had bought Natalia, one which he would never have
the audacity or courage to give to her but which now resided close
to her hands in his jacket pocket. His gaze flicked to it and then
to her hands. She was toying with the sleeves of his jacket, her
slender fingers tracing the blue embroidery around the cuffs.
“These are the weapons I was raised with. The only ones that I have
needed since I took the trials as a child.”




“You went
through trials when you were a boy?” She drew her knees up again,
wrapping her arms around them and looking up at him. He was
thankful that her hands were away from the pockets of his
jacket.




He nodded.




“Tell me about
them.”




Ixion tensed. He didn’t
want to tell her about them. She didn’t need to know about the
things that he had done.




“Is something
wrong?” she said with a frown.




He bowed his head. “My
lady, I request you give me leave to refuse your
request.”




She giggled. “Why should I
grant your request to request that I give you leave to refuse my
request?”




He frowned. She was
playing with him. The things that he had done were no laughing
matter. If he told her, she would never look at him again. She
would fear him. He sighed, pressed his right hand against his
chest, and closed his eyes.




“My lady does
not need to know the things that I have done, only that I will
protect her.”




She was silent for a long
time. He didn’t dare look at her. It had taken him a strangely
large amount of courage to say those words. He had told her earlier
that he would protect her but now it felt different to say such a
thing. It felt as though he was confessing that there was something
deeper than his duty behind his reason for protecting
her.




“I would like
to know.” Her voice was small.




He looked at her, right
into her green eyes, trying to see if she was telling the
truth.




“Why?” he
said.




She toyed with the
fastenings on his jacket. “So I will know you better.”




He bowed his head again.
“I am unworthy of such a thing.”




“Indulge my
whim then and tell me because I am asking you to.”




“An
order?”




“If you prefer
it that way.” There was an edge to those words that said she might
order him to do other things if he was lucky. He could only pray to
Iskara for such an elusive dream to come true.




“Then I will do
as my lady asks.” He drew up a chair and set it down in front of
her.




Just as he was going to
sit down, a loud blast shook the building. Natalia gasped. One of
the white spotlights went out and then blinked back into life. The
baby Friskin made a purring noise.




Ixion reached into the
crate and stroked it. It settled immediately. He glanced at
Natalia. Her eyes were wide and fearful again. He wished he could
soothe her fear so easily.




Perhaps talking to her
would keep her mind off the fighting outside.




He sat down on the chair
and thought about what to tell her. Only the truth would do,
although he would omit some parts.




“Tell me about
the trials,” she said in a tight voice.




If she feared the fighting
outside, then telling her about the trials would only scare her
more, but she had ordered him.




“They are a
rite of passage on Perseia. I was the only survivor out of nineteen
others who shared my birth date.”




“That’s
terrible. What happened to them?”




He leaned back in the
chair. “I killed them.”




Her eyes shot wide and she
gasped again. Her mouth opened but he beat her to
speaking.




“It is the way
of Perseia,” he said, hoping it would make her see that he’d had
little choice in the matter. “All males of eleven
years—”




“Eleven!” she
shrieked, cutting him off. She looked horrified. “They made you
kill at eleven?”




Clearly his people were
not well documented and she didn’t have access to any of the palace
personnel files or information about the royal assassins. He had
thought that she would know where they all came from and how they
arrived at the position.




“I joined the
Lyran royal assassins at age fifteen and was the commander here by
twenty-five.” He didn’t hold back now. He wanted to see how she
would react to the knowledge that Perseia had always supplied Lyra
with its elite assassins and how they were raised so they were good
enough for her family. He wanted to see if she would finally be
frightened of him rather than fascinated. If she did change towards
him, it would put an end to his feelings once and for all. “I was
bred to kill.”




“You were so
young,” she said, leaning towards him, her expression full of
concern.




“All Lyran
royal assassins join at the same age when our training is
complete.”




“Are they all
Perseian?”




He nodded.




“Does Lyra
dictate the age at which they are put into service?”




He nodded again and she
paled. She looked down at her hands where they rested in her lap
and then up into his eyes.




“And you joined
at fifteen. Why?”




“Lyra takes all
of the sons from specific bloodlines and has done for generations.
My father served Lyra and my grandfather before him, going back
hundreds of years.” He paused for breath, thinking about his family
and how he had rarely seen his father. Assassins could only return
to Perseia once every two years. Most mated in that time in the
hope of gaining a son to carry on the bloodline and the honour of
being a royal assassin. His father had been a commander on Lyra
Prime. Ixion had only seen him four times in his entire lifetime.
“I was expected to continue the tradition. My bloodline will expect
me to… mate… and bear a son that will carry on the name and become
an assassin.”




Natalia fell quiet, her
fingers twisting the fine blue material of her dress. Did she
finally see him for what he truly was? A killer, unfit for a
princess such as her, and someone that she should fear rather than
seek to know more about.




“Did they make
you take the trials?”




He wondered if it would
make a difference if he said that they had even though they
hadn’t.




“No,” he said
and she looked at him. “All males take part in the trials. There is
no option to not take the trials because all would do it
regardless. The trials are to gain our honour. It is the first step
on our path to upholding our families’ names.”




“But so many
die.”




“They did not
die, my lady. I killed them.”




“Why?” There
were tears in her eyes.




He cursed the sight of
them and the way they made his heart ache to comfort
her.




“Because it is
the way of my people and because I had to maintain the name of my
bloodline. Failure was not acceptable. None of my bloodline has
ever died in the trials.”




“Do you regret
what you did?”




“Not now. It
was them or me and I have done far worse things since.”




“In the name of
Lyra,” she muttered and sighed. A tear slipped down her cheek. He
longed to brush it away. “Have you killed many for us?”




He nodded. Hundreds. If
asked, he wouldn’t confess though. He didn’t want her to know how
many lives he had taken, not when she struggled to come to terms
with the nineteen lives he had taken as a child. If he told her how
many he had killed in the name of Lyra, she would only
cry.




The sound of distant
weapons fire filled the oppressive silence.




“I’m
frightened,” she whispered.




“Of me?” That
thought hurt. He had wanted her to be frightened but the idea that
she actually might be made a dull ache settle in his
chest.




Natalia reached into the
crate and stroked the baby bird. “No.”




That word was like a sweet
elixir to his heart.




“What frightens
my lady?”




She looked at him and then
at the doors far behind him at the back of the dimly lit
club.




“This
fighting.”




“I will not let
anything happen to you. The battles are growing quieter. It will
not be long until the military has them under control. It is safe
here.”




“With you,” she
whispered with half a smile. “You wouldn’t let anything happen to
me.”




His heart warmed at her
belief in him and her trust. She was right. He would never allow
anything to happen to her.




He was surprised when she
tilted her head back and started singing softly. The melody was one
that he recognised but hadn’t heard in a long time. She had been
singing it the night that he had first heard her.




He had been en route back
from his first mission as a commander and she had been walking the
garden, the only light that of the crescent moon and the bright
stars. She had been only fifteen then but her voice had been
beautiful.




Only not as beautiful as
it was today.




He had listened to her
many times throughout her childhood and even more often when she
had reached eighteen. He had allowed her to see him then, to know
the presence of the assassins and to see how she reacted to him.
She had been so fascinated that she had stopped singing.




Her beauty had stopped his
world from spinning.




The moon had been shining
down on her, highlighting her pale gown and the silver threads that
ran through her hair, holding it back. He had fallen for her then.
She had looked like an angel.




With a voice that
matched.




No.




“Iskara’s
angels have no voice to compare to yours,” he whispered, unsure
whether he wanted her to hear.




She faltered and looked at
him. Her voice died away and he cursed himself for speaking. She
was looking at him with such questioning eyes. They demanded
answers and he would give them to her.




“I have always
listened to you sing.” He somehow managed to hold her gaze and keep
his voice steady. “You have a beautiful voice… although I preferred
it when you were younger.”




She frowned.
“Why?”




“Because your
songs were only for my ears then.”




Her lips parted, her mouth
falling open as she blinked at him. Iskara, he wanted to kiss her.
He wanted to confess everything—he loved her more than anything. No
male could ever love her like he did.




Crimson touched her cheeks
and she averted her gaze.




He cursed again. He hadn’t
wanted her to turn quiet or be ashamed. He should have kept silent
and let her sing. She had obviously been trying to calm her nerves
and he had ruined it with his foolish words. As though a princess
could ever love someone like him.




She pulled his jacket
closer around her, her fingers slipping into the pockets to hold it
closed. He froze when she frowned and looked down at one of the
pockets. She reached a little further in and his heart
stopped.




Natalia slowly pulled the
heart pendant from his jacket pocket and held it up in the
light.




Her eyes shot to
his.




Ixion swallowed
hard.




This was going to go
horribly wrong.







****




Chapter
6




Natalia stared at the
pendant dangling in front of her, still shocked from finding it.
Why would Ixion have the pendant that she had set her heart on at
the festival but hadn’t been able to afford?




Her heart whispered that
he had bought it for her but that didn’t make any sense at all.
Ixion couldn’t afford to buy such an expensive item and, even if he
could, why would he buy it for her?




She slipped down from the
stage and came to stand in front of him. Staring down at him, she
waited to see if he was going to explain. She knew that he wasn’t a
thief but she needed to hear him say it. She needed to know why he
had the pendant that she had wanted.




“Princess
Natalia.” The sound of her name spoken in his deep voice sent a
shiver tripping down her spine and her stomach warmed. “I can
explain.”




She touched the stone at
the same time as he did. It turned black. He snatched his hand back
and the heart turned purple again.




She hadn’t realised that
it could do such a thing. No wonder it was expensive. Whatever it
was made from, it wasn’t a cheap stone that could be found
anywhere. She had thought that it was just purple glass.




“Why do you
have this?” Her voice shook almost as much as her hands. The
pendant jiggled, the heart swinging in a small circle.




“I…” He lowered
his head. The long finger-length black strands of his hair fell
forwards to hide his face. She wished he would look up at her again
so she could read the reason in his eyes because she was beginning
to fear that he was going to leave her with no explanation.
“Forgive me.”




She frowned. Forgive him?
His tone had held such a solemn note, one that spoke to her heart
and told her to do as he had asked, even though she didn’t know why
he wanted to be forgiven.




“I should not
have bought it,” he said to his knees. “But the Perseian took a
little money and handed it to me. She spoke to me in my own
language and made me foolishly believe in something which is
impossible… I never intended to give it to you. Doing so would
break—”




“I forgive
you.” Natalia didn’t want him to continue. If he was going to
mention his duty and his position then she had to stop
him.




She knew that he had been
watching her the whole time since she had left the palace but
hadn’t realised how closely. He must have seen her at the stall and
seen the disappointment she had felt on realising that she couldn’t
afford the pendant. Taking a look at the scant silver Lynans in his
jacket pocket, she realised that he probably hadn’t been able to
afford it either. Had the woman given it to him for only a few of
his Lynans because he was Perseian or because she had realised why
he had wanted it?




The woman had made him
believe something that was impossible. What was that something? Did
it have anything to do with her?




Natalia looked at the
pendant. It was beautiful, but what made her smile was the fact
that Ixion had bought it for her because he had seen her
disappointment.




“Thank you,”
she said and he looked up at her, his clear purple eyes as bright
as the stone that she held. “No one other than my family has bought
me a present before.”




He frowned. “No one has
bought you this. Only your family are worthy of buying you
gifts.”




Natalia’s shoulders
slumped. She hated the way he talked about himself as though he
didn’t exist. He had done so the night he had come to take her home
from the club and he was doing it again now. She wanted to tell him
that she thought he was someone of consequence and that he wasn’t a
nobody. He existed to her, in her heart.




“Can I keep it
anyway?” She closed her fingers around the heart and held it to her
chest. “Can I say that it means a lot to me and order you to
believe it?”




An order was probably her
only way of making him believe it.




She swallowed her nerves
and stepped closer to him, so they were toe to toe. She looked down
into his eyes and then leaned over, swept his black hair from his
forehead, cupped his cheek and kissed him.




It was barely a meeting of
lips but her stomach flipped and her heart raced. She brushed her
mouth over his and was surprised when he responded with force. His
hand caught her wrist, bringing her closer and holding her there.
His lips grazed hers and then he slanted his head and his tongue
stroked the seam of her mouth.




Natalia felt giddy when
she parted her lips, allowing his tongue into her mouth, and
clumsily tackled it with her own. It was thrilling to kiss him like
this, to have such deep intimacy between them. His tongue slid
sensually against hers, stroking it and her teeth. Her breathing
turned rough and her blood heated. The kiss became choppy, a
clashing of lips and bursts of tongues. Her nipples tightened
against her dress and fire pooled at the apex of her thighs.
Iskara. She wanted him.




Suddenly, the kiss was
over and he had drawn back into the chair. His eyes were dark as he
stared at her, full of passion and something else.




Anger?




Natalia struggled to level
her breathing, absorbing the calamity of sensations and feelings
inside her. Renie had told her that males could make the female
body do funny things but she had never imagined that it would feel
like this, that she would feel as though her body was taking
control and leading her actions.




“Why did you
stop?” she breathed, still trying to get hold of
herself.




His black eyebrows knitted
into a heavy frown and he stood, pacing a short distance away from
her.




“I am an
assassin… under your father’s command no less—”




“Stop!” She
didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want him to find a reason not to
kiss her when she knew that he wanted it as much as she did. He
looked over his shoulder at her with hurt in his purple eyes. She
had never wanted him to look at her like that. It hurt her heart.
It made her realise what he had wanted to say. “Don’t mention my
father… or the palace… or that I am a princess… because I wish that
I wasn’t and I have done from the moment I met you.”




He turned now, a stunned
look replacing the pain in his eyes.




Natalia turned away,
unable to see him when she said this because she feared it wouldn’t
make a difference. She was frightened that she would lose her
nerve. Ixion was the only male that she had ever wanted. She
couldn’t bear it if he rejected her because of her
title.




“I wish I
wasn’t a princess,” she whispered and lowered her head. She
uncurled her fingers and looked at the purple heart resting in her
hands. Ixion’s heart. She wanted to take hold of it and not let it
go, wanted to make him see that it didn’t matter what titles they
bore, because she loved him and she knew that he had feelings for
her. “I just want to be Natalia… I want to be free to sing wherever
I want to and do whatever I want.”




“What is it
that you want so badly that you cannot have or do now?” he said
close to her ear and she closed her eyes, relishing the way it felt
to have him near. It was comforting and warmed her heart. He made
her feel safe. He made her happy. “To sing?”




She shook her head, turned
to face him, and looked deep into his eyes. “You.”




His eyes narrowed, the
passion in them reigniting, and then she was in his arms. They were
tight against her back, crushing her to his chest. His mouth
descended, claiming her lips in a fiery kiss that made her heart
burn. She closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and surrendered to
him. His tongue plundered her mouth and she fought back, stroking
it with her own. The sound of his deep moan made her shiver with
delight and empowered her. She slid her hands up his chest, the
pendant tangled around the fingers of her left hand, and looped her
arms around his neck.




The sound of weapons fire
drifted into the distance, the hard beat of her heart drowning out
all noise. Ixion’s hands settled against her sides, fingers
pressing in hard as though he wanted to hold her forever and never
let her go. She wished that he wouldn’t. She wanted to be his
forever. She wanted to give him every part of her—her heart, her
body and her soul.




His lips trailed fire down
her neck and she leaned back, sighing at the ceiling as his silken
tongue traced sensual patterns on her flesh. He travelled lower,
his hands coming up to press into her back as he placed soft kisses
on the curve of her breasts. Her nipples tightened against her
dress and she found the courage to unleash her first moan. It felt
so good that she did it again. Ixion responded by tugging at the
short bodice of her dress. Her breasts spilled out when he undid
the dark blue ribbons that held it closed across them.




She gasped when his lips
latched onto her right nipple, tugging it into his mouth. Her wide
eyes fell shut again when he suckled and laved the pert nub,
sending warm sparks skittering across her skin. She buried her
fingers into his hair, clutching him to her breast, wishing he
would never stop.




Instinct made her lift her
leg and wrap it around his backside. The move put her off balance
and she crashed to the floor with him on top of her.




“Natalia?”
Ixion said in an urgent tone. She opened her eyes to see an
overwhelming amount of concern in his. “Are you hurt?”




Natalia shook her head and
blushed when she realised that he was on top of her, between her
thighs, her leg still hooked over his backside.




Before she could even
think of something to say, his mouth had claimed hers again, his
kiss fierce and demanding. She responded as violently, desperate to
taste him and feel him against her.




His hand skimmed up her
thigh, pulling the skirt of her dress with it, and then moved down
again. The next time he touched her, it was with only her stockings
between them. His hand was warm as it stroked her thigh, making her
tremble with need. She responded by sliding her tongue along his,
brushing it over his teeth and then nipping at his lower lip. He
moaned again, his breath hot against her face.




“Natalia,” he
husked and a shiver danced through her.




She liked the way he
normally said her name but she loved the way he said it in the heat
of the moment, breathed soft against her skin and telling her of
the depth of his passion and hunger.




Natalia raised her knee
and his hand slid lower, grazing her backside. He propped himself
up on his other elbow and lowered his head to her breasts again.
The feel of his tongue swirling around her nipple was torture but
one she willingly submitted to. She tilted her head back and arched
her body into his, forcing her breast against his mouth. He wrapped
his lips around the pert nub and sucked.




A moan escaped her, loud
in the empty club.




“Natalia,” he
whispered against her flesh again and she ran her fingers into his
hair.




He disappeared. She
frowned and then her eyes widened when he pressed a kiss to her
inner thigh.




Iskara.




He was going to kiss her
there? Renie hadn’t mentioned anything about that kind of
thing.




Natalia’s breathing
quickened, anticipation making her tremble, and she stared at the
ceiling. Waiting. Ixion placed a trail of kisses along her thigh,
marking his path to the centre of her flesh. She gasped when he
pressed a kiss to the thin silk of her underwear, directly over her
mound, and then groaned when he laved her clit through
it.




A wave of pin pricks
chased over her skin and she couldn’t stop herself from reacting,
from lifting her knees and letting her legs fall open. He licked
again, rougher this time, and she flung her head back.




“Ixion,” she
whispered and her fingers scrambled for purchase on the
floor.




He groaned against her, as
though the sound of her uttering his name so passionately had
thrilled him.




A cold draft caressed her
backside when he pulled her underwear off and her heart fluttered.
He was really going to kiss her there.




She tried to prepare
herself but nothing she could have done would have made her ready
for how it felt when his tongue found her slick flesh again. He ran
his tongue up the length of her and swirled it around her clit,
sending jolts through her and making her whole body tighten. The
warm feeling inside her abdomen turned to fire and an ache filled
her, a desperate need to find release.




He licked down to her
opening and then back up again. It was maddening. She clawed at the
dirty floor, writhing against him, unable to stop herself from
thrusting herself against his mouth as he suckled and licked her
clit. The feeling within her reached bursting point.




Ixion flicked her pert nub
with his tongue.




Stars exploded in front of
her eyes.




Her already rough
breathing turned choppy.




Her heart
hammered.




Ixion appeared above her,
licking his lips. She grabbed him around the back of his neck,
dragged him down to her, and kissed the breath out of him, tasting
herself on his lips. He moaned into her mouth and she answered with
one of her own. Her whole body felt lax but as she kissed him, his
hands moved over her body—skimming her thighs one moment and
caressing her breasts the next—reigniting the hunger she felt for
him.




She wanted him.




She wanted to give all of
herself to him.




Her hands slid down his
sides and settled on his backside. It was taut beneath her fingers,
the muscular globes delighting her. She could easily imagine how
beautiful he would be when naked, but the room was cold even with
her clothes on. She definitely couldn’t imagine him wanting to
strip off for her.




Gaining some courage from
the eager way that he was kissing her, she brought her left hand
down and around his hip. She tensed the moment her fingers found
the hard evidence of his arousal and then relaxed a little when
Ixion moaned. She kept her hand firm against him when he thrust,
rubbing his erect length against her palm. Bigger than expected.
Renie hadn’t said much about that either, only that males varied.
Her tutor had said even less than that. It was a miracle Natalia
even knew that some species’ males had parts like this.




Ixion moaned and shuddered
against her, his lips leaving hers. His face was beautiful—his
eyebrows knit into a tight frown of concentration, his eyes closed,
and his lips parted as he breathed roughly. Whatever he felt when
she stroked his cock, it felt good enough to make him want to just
stop everything and take it all in, to relish the
sensations.




Her fingers found the
clasps of his trousers and she struggled to undo them. He tensed
and she thought that he would stop her, but instead he leaned to
one side and helped her. She craned her neck, looking down the
length of their bodies, eager to see him in all his glory and to
see what she did to him. She had aroused him. She had made him want
her. Now all she had to do was make him go through with it. Renie
had warned her about that bit. It was going to hurt and he was
going to know.




He startled her out of her
thoughts by taking hold of her hand and guiding it to him. She
wrapped her fingers around the rigid shaft and watched as he moved
her hand up and down its length, stroking him. It felt good.
Clearly it felt good to Ixion too because he moaned with each
stroke of her hand.




Her gaze settled on his
hard cock.




She wanted that inside her
now. She wanted them to be one at last.




Bringing her hand down,
she forced him to follow, and raised her knees again. Ixion’s eyes
shot to hers and she stared into them, wanting him to see how much
she needed this and wanted him. She wouldn’t regret it. Her heart
was his and her body would be too.




He lowered his hips,
removed her hand from his length, and guided himself to her slick
opening. She tried to relax but it all happened so fast that she
didn’t have a chance. Before she could even draw a deep breath,
Ixion had buried his length inside her. She bit her lip to stifle
her cry as pain shot through her and closed her eyes, squeezing
tears from them.




“Natalia.” He
sounded more than a little shocked.




Did he think that she had
visited the pleasure planet like Renie had? Most of her family
either lost their virginity there or had some lovers from the
planet come to them. She hadn’t wanted that. She had wanted her
first time to be with someone she loved.




“Sorry,” she
said through clenched teeth.




Ixion peppered her face
with kisses, erasing her tears with his lips and thumbs, and kept
still inside her.




“You should
have told me, sweet Natalia,” he whispered against her
skin.




He would have stopped her
if she had. He would have started spouting stuff about her being a
princess and him not being worthy. She hadn’t wanted that. He was
worthy. He was the only man she would ever love.




The pain began to subside
and she opened her eyes, finding herself staring into the beautiful
purple depths of his.




Lifting her hand, she
stroked his cheek and then smiled. “You would have
stopped.”




The look in his eyes said
that she was right.




“Don’t stop… I
want you to have this… me… like this.” She was close to pleading
him to move, to take her mind off the pain and dark thoughts that
were creeping in at the corners of her mind. This wouldn’t be their
only time. She wouldn’t marry another. She would only marry the man
that she loved, if he would have her. There was no one as worthy of
her love as Ixion. “Kiss me.”




He did. He dipped his head
and brushed his lips over hers, his kiss sweet and slow. Her heart
warmed and her body relaxed under the gentle ministrations. When
Ixion withdrew and slowly eased back in, she felt no pain, only raw
pleasure. She moaned her encouragement.




His pace quickened and she
deepened their kiss, sliding her tongue into his mouth, her body on
fire as Ixion moved against her.




His own moans joined hers,
each thrust punctuated by one. Natalia closed her eyes and wrapped
her arms around him, clinging to him as he thrust into her, each
one making her body tighten a little more until she was close to
begging him to make her climax. She wanted to feel him climax
inside her, wanted this beautiful moment to be complete.




Ixion touched her ear and
she didn’t realise that he had removed her translator bud until he
whispered words against her lips that she didn’t understand. They
were passionate sounding, hungry things that made her blood burn
even though she didn’t know what they were. It was a beautiful
language. It made her heart sing.




His hands caught her
shoulders and he moved deeper, thrusting all the way in, taking her
out of her mind. Her body tensed but release seemed so far away.
She raked her nails down Ixion’s arms and then threaded her fingers
into his hair. She kissed him hard, her teeth knocking against his
with each thrust of his body into hers. He uttered something deep
and rough, and then jerked hard up inside her. His cock throbbed,
his warm seed spilling into her. She tensed her body around his
length and the hard pulsing of it pushed her over the edge. Her
hips convulsed against his, her thighs trembling with her climax
and a warm haze suffusing every molecule in her body.




Ixion continued to kiss
her, slower now and softer, spreading the warmth inside her and
making her smile. She could feel his emotions in it and they
soothed her heart.




She wasn’t the only one in
love.







****




Chapter
7




Ixion pulled the blanket
closed over Natalia’s front and tucked it around her shoulders as
best he could with one hand. His other arm was under her head, his
beautiful princess’s pillow. She slumbered on, unaffected by his
coddling, her face the picture of serenity.




The night had fallen
silent shortly after he had found some blankets and she had fallen
asleep in his arms on the stage. The fighting had
stopped.




The only sound now was
Natalia’s soft steady breathing and the small noises of the Friskin
as it moved around in the shipping crate beside them.




Ixion sighed and carefully
lifted each rogue wave of black hair from Natalia’s face so he
could see it clearly. She was beautiful. His elusive
princess.




The heart pendant he had
bought for her lay resting against her bosom, almost slipping into
her dress. She had asked him to put it on her after they had made
love. Everything had been so perfect that he had almost fooled
himself into believing that things would be different
now.




They couldn’t
be.




If her parents discovered
what she had done, they would be angry with her.




If her parents discovered
what he had done, they would execute him.




The black band around his
wrist crackled and then a voice came over it. The palace was
secure. The riots in the city had been quelled. They were safe to
return.




Natalia’s nose wrinkled
and she curled up against him, as though she had heard those words
and didn’t want to go back to the palace. It was a nice fantasy.
When he told her that they could return, she would be happy, not
sad. He stroked his fingers across her forehead, not wanting to
wake her yet. He wanted to have this moment last a little longer,
wanted to imprint it all on his memory so he would never forget a
second of it.




Her eyelids fluttered and
then lifted to reveal her bright clear green eyes. A shy smile
touched her lips and a hint of colour reached her pale cheeks. He
smiled back at her, continuing to caress her, not wanting her to
leave him yet.




Or ever.




“There was a
noise,” she muttered, her voice filled with sleep.




Ixion wanted to tell her
not to worry about it and to return to sleep but her eyes were
growing brighter and more awake by the second. She rubbed her face
and then frowned.




“I must look
terrible.”




His smile widened. If
terrible was looking like an angel, then she looked
terrible.




She pulled the black waves
of her hair from her face and slowly sat up. Her arms crossed over
her chest, hands grasping the dull grey blanket near her shoulders
to keep it around them.




“Is it
morning?” she said with a look around.




“Almost.” Could
he tell her to stay with him? Was that a foolish thing to do? There
was no chance for an assassin and a princess. He was a dead man
when they returned to the palace. No matter how hard they tried, if
they continued to see each other they wouldn’t be able to keep it
secret. His position meant that he would often see her father and
family. He didn’t think he could hide it from them, this sin that
he had committed.




Would she even want to
keep it a secret? A female of her standing deserved a man that
stood on a similar level, far above the one that he could reach.
The commander of the royal assassins was the highest echelon he
could attain, and it would never be enough. Her father wouldn’t
condone an assassin courting his daughter.




“We should
leave,” he said and stood, then stooped and picked up the crate
with the baby Friskin in it. It was Natalia’s now, he supposed. She
would look after it and it would probably remind her of him, just
as the heart pendant would.




He hoped that she would
never forget him.




That was all he could ask
for.




Without another word, he
opened the door to the club and stepped out into the still-dark
street. Dawn was only minutes away but the sky showed no sign of
lightening. Clouds of smoke drifted overhead in the ink-blue sky,
the last signs of the riots. When they returned to the palace, he
would have to file a report to General Lyra II about what had
happened and would find out how much damage had been done to the
city. Whoever had planned the riots was going to become his next
target.




Natalia walked in silence
beside him as they headed back towards the palace. The baby Friskin
shifted around in the box, looking up at him occasionally with wide
blue eyes full of curiosity. It was probably wondering where
Natalia had gone. He had heard that Friskins grew attached to
people and Natalia had protected it from the fighting and shown
tender care towards it.




The palace loomed ahead of
them, bright golden in the light of the sun now peeking over the
horizon.




Natalia wrapped her arms
around herself and stared at the floor. What was she thinking? Did
this hurt her as much as it did him?




When they crossed the
bridge into the palace grounds, passing the guards, he felt her
glance at him. He wanted to look at her too, but doing that would
draw attention from the guards that were going about their
business. He had a duty to protect Natalia from any rumours that
might spread if he looked at her, showed any sign of affection
towards her.




He had neglected his duty
once already. He wouldn’t do it again.




They walked up through the
garden to her apartments and she opened the door. He handed her the
box with the Friskin in and she looked sad as she took it. Tears
rimmed her eyes with sparkling diamonds and he longed to wipe them
away, to tell her not to cry for him because he wasn’t worthy of
such a thing.




Ixion took a step
back.




His fists clenched and
trembled with restraint. Everything he wanted stood before him,
beautiful in the pale light of dawn, and he couldn’t have it. In
order to protect her, he had to do this, even though it would hurt
them both.




He had to leave
her.




He had to disappear from
her life and never let her see him again.




***




Natalia placed the crate
down just inside the door and closed it. She stood on the
threshold, facing Ixion, hating the fact that they were back at the
palace. Tears trembled on the brink of falling but she wiped them
away, not wanting to look weak in front of him. There was so much
pain and sadness in his eyes as he looked into hers that she felt
it too. When he took hold of her hands, it was with a solemn look,
one that made her heart ache.




“Goodbye.” That
softly whispered word pierced her heart like a shard of ice,
turning her cold. It felt as though he was saying it forever and
they would never see each other again.




Not wanting it to be over,
she stepped between his arms, tiptoed and kissed him.




She didn’t say goodbye. He
walked away without so much as a backward glance and a tear slid
down her cheek, hot in the cold morning air. She would never see
him again.




Her hands trembled when
she curled them into fists. Her heart hurt.




Suddenly the palace garden
looked like a dark and dead place. The building towering at her
back felt like a prison. Her title was a collar around her
throat.




She hated
everything.




Everything but
Ixion.




Why couldn’t she have been
born a normal woman who was free to choose who she
loved?




She stared at Ixion’s
retreating back. He disappeared into the staff quarters of the
palace.




Why couldn’t she be free
to love him?




Something moved at the
corner of her vision and she turned sharply to see a woman standing
in the garden below her. Her long blue hair and milk-white skin
shone in the light of dawn, a face Natalia had never seen before.
Intruders?




Natalia stepped back
towards her apartments. Her heart pounded.




Had the female seen her
and Ixion?




Natalia’s eyes widened
when a male that she recognised walked down the path to the female.
His dark hair, handsome face, and clothing of white shirt and tan
trousers was unmistakable. Rezic. Her eldest brother had returned
which meant that her father and sister had too. The female was one
of the party. A Vegan.




The female spoke to him.
Natalia could only see her lips moving. The distance between them
was too great for her to hear what was being said. Rezic turned a
frown on Natalia. She panicked.




He strode up through the
garden, his frown remaining fixed on his face, making him the
picture of their father. The female followed him. Her unusual
appearance went unnoticed by Natalia. She could only focus on her
brother and the look in his eyes.




“I heard the
strangest thing,” he said without any trace of amusement in his
voice. “Princess Tesia informed me that you were kissing
someone.”




“Leave me
alone.” Natalia backed into the door and fumbled for the pad that
would open it. “And keep your spy away from me!”




The door behind her opened
and she darted in, closing it straight in Rezic’s face. He banged
on it, making the glass shudder in the frame.




“Come on,
Natalia, confess! I’ll find the man.” The note of amusement finally
laced his voice.




Natalia cursed him for
finding this something to laugh about. It wasn’t a joke. She loved
Ixion with all of her heart. Why did all her family have to treat
her as though she was nothing more than a plaything, someone to do
their duty for them while they had all the fun? Why couldn’t she
have fun for once? Why couldn’t she be free?




Her eyes widened in horror
when the female with Rezic gave a very detailed report of what she
had seen.




Rezic was quiet for a few
seconds. The pounding of Natalia’s heart filled the
silence.




How could the female have
seen that much at that distance?




“An assassin!”
The force and anger in Rezic’s voice shocked Natalia enough that
she stepped back from the door. “Natalia! Open this door
now!”




“No!” Her voice
shook but she held her ground. She wouldn’t do as he asked because
she was afraid that she would confess if she did.




“Fine.” His
tone was calm and measured. It only meant one thing. He was up to
something. “If you will not confess… I will find your assassin
myself.”




Natalia gasped. He
wouldn’t.




She looked out of the door
to see that he was gone and so was the female.




He would.




Panicked, Natalia grabbed
her long coat to protect her from the morning chill of the palace
and put it on. She lifted the crate with the Friskin in off the
floor and placed it on her bed so it would be safe while she was
gone, and then ran to the door.




By the time she had
reached the central courtyard, most of the assassins were lined up
and Rezic was pacing the length of them.




Her heart stopped when her
father chose that moment to walk through.




“Inspecting the
troops?” he said in an amused tone. “That isn’t like you,
son.”




“No.” Rezic’s
voice was dark. “I am looking for someone who took something dear
to the family.”




“A
thief?”




Natalia’s fingers closed
around the heart pendant. If they discovered what Ixion had done,
he would be punished, or worse. She prayed to Iskara that Ixion
wouldn’t come but knew that he would. He was commander of the royal
assassins. It was his duty to be here.




She would have to stop
this madness before he arrived.




Dashing between her
brother and father, and the gathered assassins, she flung her arms
out either side of her to block their way. They both frowned at
her. Her father looked confused.




“Please don’t
do this, brother,” she whispered, not above begging him if it would
protect Ixion. “Leave it alone… you’re worse than Aiden and
Ciel.”




“Confess then,
little sister.” There was a strange look in Rezic’s eyes. It was
hard to tell whether he was joking or not.




At that moment, Ixion
walked in.




Natalia looked at him, her
heart aching. Tears welled up.




“I only wanted
to be normal… free of the tight bonds that hold me prisoner, tied
to a destiny that I don’t want. Is it too much to ask?” She looked
at her brother and the tears in her eyes slipped down her cheeks.
His look softened and then changed completely to one of
remorse.




“I didn’t
realise… I thought it wasn’t serious or I would never
have—”




“Serious?!” She
cut him off and glared at him. The anger in her veins made her
blood boil and she couldn’t contain herself. She stepped towards
her brother. Her voice was a snarl. “What would you know of
serious? You spend your whole life gallivanting around the galaxy,
fleeing your duty as Lyra V. You have never had to dance at the
balls or meet the new commanders or bestow gifts upon the
populations of Lyra. You shirk your duty at every turn! And while I
hate mine… I do it… and I’ll do it even when it breaks my heart.”
Her eyebrows furrowed when she looked at her father, her anger
overwhelmed by the sadness and pain in her heart. She clutched the
heart pendant tightly. “I’ll marry someone I don’t love because I’m
a princess and a good marriage is expected of me.”




Stepping back, she lowered
her gaze away from her father and brother’s stunned ones and turned
away.




“I guess we
can’t all be as fortunate as Renie.”




With that, she ran away,
unable to hold back her tears any longer.




***




Ixion stared in the
direction that Natalia had run, touched by her words but angry,
upset that her family had hurt her so much. Both her brother and
father looked shocked. Her words had hit their mark but Ixion
didn’t expect them to have much effect. Natalia was so different to
her family. She bore so much pain and stress for their sake when
none of them would do the same for her.




“She always did
speak her mind and tell the truth.” Rezic was the first to speak.
The sound of his voice made Ixion’s fingers curl into tight fists
of barely restrained anger. He wanted to teach Rezic some manners
too. Clearly Rezic had thought Natalia’s feelings were nothing
other than something to be laughed at. He was worse than Aiden and
Ciel. “I never saw it the way she did.”




Remorse. It wasn’t enough
for Ixion. Rezic deserved to suffer for hurting Natalia.




“I never knew,”
General Lyra II whispered to the floor and Ixion looked at him,
able to forgive him in part because of how pained he sounded. The
expression of sorrow on his face was a silent confession of the
feelings in his heart. He truly hadn’t been aware of Natalia’s
feelings and what the family were doing to her. “I never knew that
she was so unhappy here.”




Ixion had heard
enough.




Her own family hadn’t
noticed something which he had seen that night seven years ago.
This palace was a prison to her and she only wanted to be free—like
her brothers and sister were.




He stormed past Rezic and
General Lyra II, intent on going to see Natalia, intent on doing
what they should have been—comforting her.




“Where are you
going?” Rezic’s voice was loud in the courtyard.




Ixion stopped, turned on
his heel, and stared him down.




He considered the
repercussions of what he was about to say and then threw them all
away, no longer caring what happened to him.




“My lady needs
me. My duty—no—my heart has long been pledged to her. I will not
stand by as you do and let her suffer!”




Rezic’s eyes narrowed into
a glare. “Insolence!”




Ixion took a deep breath
to control his anger and walked back to Rezic. The prince backed
off a step, moving closer to his father.




“I am staring
at insolence… a man who does not do his duty, even when a woman
does hers when she hates it. The males of this family are weak and
unworthy of the general. His daughters have inherited all of his
strength!” Ixion didn’t back down even when Rezic’s hand moved to
the laser pistol hanging at his side. “I have watched Aiden and
Ciel become spoiled and watched an heir prince turn his back on his
people. Weak fools who don’t consider the outcome of their actions…
how it all falls to Natalia to lift the name of their
family.”




Rezic’s hand closed over
the pistol’s grip. General Lyra II’s hand against his chest stopped
him.




“I have long
felt the same. I have neglected my role within this family,” he
said and Ixion looked at him, surprised that he had found the
strength to confess such a weakness. “I have not given my sons the
upbringing that they needed.”




Ixion stepped back. “That
is your problem, your highness. I cannot linger.”




He turned and walked away.
Rezic shouted after him, ordering him to stop, but he kept going.
With a heavy heart, he removed the commander’s insignia from the
arm of his black dress uniform and dropped it to the
floor.




He couldn’t work for a
family who would hurt Natalia.




His feet knew the way to
her apartments, leaving him free to lose himself in thought. The
repercussions of what he had done would be tremendous, but it had
lifted a heavy weight from his heart. Natalia must have felt the
same when she had confronted her eldest brother and
father.




Reaching her door, he
knocked and waited. After a few seconds had passed, it opened
inwards and Natalia poked her head around it. Her eyes were sore
and red, her cheeks stained with tear tracks. She stepped back and
allowed him to enter, closing the door behind him. His gaze
followed her as she went to the end of her bed and stood there
looking lost.




His heart
ached.




Nothing he could do now
could make his punishment worse.




He walked to her, wrapped
his arms around her shoulders, and held her close to his chest. She
sobbed against him, her hands pressing into his chest, and her body
trembling in his arms. He pressed kisses to her hair and whispered
soothing things, not wanting her to cry over her family or
him.




“It is over for
me, Natalia,” Ixion murmured into her hair and she looked up at him
through wet eyelashes. With a slight smile, he wiped away her tears
with the pad of his thumbs and cupped her cheeks. “I will likely be
executed for the things that I said to your brother and
father.”




Her eyes grew wide and
then a spark of warmth filled them. “Thank you.”




“They deserved
it—”




“No,” she
interjected and dropped her gaze to his chest before shyly raising
it up to meet his again. “For last night… for giving me a moment of
normality and letting me experience love.”




Her voice hitched on that
final word and he ached for her, to see the hurt in her eyes and
know that she was thinking this was the end for them.




“Do not speak
like that,” he said and rested his forehead against hers. Her
breath was soft and warm on his lips, so close to his. “I will not
leave you here.”




She drew back, shock
flittering across her face.




“I will take
you away to a place where you can be free.” He held his hand out to
her. It shook and he cursed it. Now wasn’t the time to look weak in
front of her. He wanted her to see how strong he could be for her,
how he would protect her from a life that made her miserable, and
would do anything to bring her happiness. “We can go somewhere no
one will look for you.”




“No.” It was
the answer that he had expected deep in his heart. She wasn’t one
to run away. “I can’t leave… I have a duty to my people. They need
me now more than ever.”




He touched her face,
immense sadness filling his heart. “Then I will watch over you…
somehow… we will be parted but I will always watch over
you.”




Tears streamed down her
face and she hiccupped on her sobs. “I don’t want you to
leave.”




But she couldn’t leave
with him. To remain here would be a death sentence for him. The
pain in her eyes spoke of confusion and fear.




“I don’t want
to have to choose between you and my family… am I so bound by my
title that I can’t even escape when offered the chance?” She turned
away from him and wiped the backs of her hands across her face. “I
have a responsibility… but I love you.”




Someone knocked at the
door.




Natalia said
nothing.




Ixion stepped up behind
her and hesitated a moment before placing his hands on her
shoulders.




“I love you,”
he whispered, knowing that she needed to hear him say it, and that
it would comfort her through whatever darkness lay ahead of them.
“I have loved you for seven years. I have watched you all that
time, watched over you, and nothing will change that.”




He pressed a kiss to her
hair and then walked to the door. His hand shook as he opened it,
expecting to find her brother and father on the other
side.




It was neither of
them.




Renie’s face was a picture
of deviousness and excitement. She pushed past him, bursting into
the room and going straight to Natalia. Ixion raised an eyebrow
when a young man followed her in at a more refined pace. White skin
and blue hair. His eyes were wrong somehow, with bright blue pupils
and black irises. Was this the prince of Vega that Renie was going
to marry?




Ixion had never seen such
a strange looking male. He appeared nothing like the pictures Ixion
had seen of Vegans.




“I have a
shuttle in the royal port,” Renie said in a rush of words. “Yellow
and silver. It can fold space. We can take you both to Vega and
Tres will protect you!”




Tres? Ixion looked at the
male. He didn’t look particularly strong but there was a confidence
about him that said looks were deceiving.




“I heard about
what happened,” Renie continued in a blur. “Rezic is
furious.”




“And father?”
Natalia said in a solemn and calm tone.




Renie shook her
head.




“We cannot
flee,” Ixion said and Renie looked at him, her dark eyes large and
round, reflecting her confusion. “Natalia refuses to.”




“You’re insane.
Rezic will kill Ixion.”




“It would be
interesting to see such a fight,” the Vegan said and drew his gaze
down the length of Ixion. “This male seems competent at
killing.”




“It would go
against my creed to raise a hand against one of this family,” Ixion
said with a frown.




“I’ll go,”
Natalia said and everyone looked at her.




“To Vega?”
Renie sounded as surprised as he felt.




Natalia shook her
head.




“No. I’ll go
and speak to father.” Determination flashed in her green eyes and
Ixion knew that she would give her father another piece of her
mind. “If he refuses to let me live my own life… then I will leave…
but I can’t leave without fighting for what I want.”




Ixion’s heart thudded
against his chest. She was going to fight for him? His beautiful
princess loved him that much?




“Then I am
going with you,” he said, looking her straight in the eye. “As your
personal protector.”




He wouldn’t let anything
happen to her.




***




Natalia’s palms were
sweating as she walked through the wide corridors of the palace,
Ixion at her side. She kept trying to find something to say to him,
but her thoughts weighed her down. What if she couldn’t convince
her father to grant her some freedom? What if by going to see him
now, she was condemning Ixion to death? Her father could easily
have his personal guards with him. The four of them could overpower
Ixion. It was a thought that made her ache inside and want to tell
Ixion to leave on the shuttle that waited for them in the royal
port. She couldn’t bear the idea of losing him.




Ixion stopped in front of
the door to her father’s chambers. She didn’t bother to knock. She
barged straight in and relief swept through her when she saw that
her father was alone, sitting at his desk, looking straight at her
as though he had been waiting for her to arrive.




Her nerve almost failed
but the feel of Ixion close by strengthened her resolve to face her
father. She had been silent too long. She wouldn’t hide her
feelings anymore. It was time that her father knew how hard this
life was for her and how much it would hurt her if he made her
marry someone that she didn’t love.




She came to stand before
him, her gaze unwavering. Ixion closed the door and remained near
it, as though guarding her from anyone who might
intrude.




“Ixion gave me
a lot to think about,” her father said and she was tempted to look
at her assassin but kept her eyes fixed on her father’s. “As did
your mother when she heard about what had happened.”




Natalia’s heart missed a
beat. She smiled inside, pleased that her mother had chosen her
side just as she had hoped that she would. She was sure that her
mother had mentioned more than just what had happened today. She
would have mentioned his whole idea of finding Natalia suitors
too.




“I have long
let my children run wayward, but I need a firm hand to guide them…
one that will be willing to stand up to them.” Her father stood and
his gaze shifted to the door. “One like Ixion.”




She heard him move and
couldn’t stop herself from looking at him this time. He seemed
shocked by her father’s words, as surprised as she felt. Was her
father granting Ixion a reprieve?




“I saw Aiden
and Ciel in a light I did not like the other day, and saw my
daughter’s strength, and I knew that she was fighting with a
reason. You.” Her father picked something up off the desk and held
it out in Ixion’s direction. Ixion moved across the room to her and
stared at her father’s hand. It was his insignia. She hadn’t
noticed that he had lost it. Had he cast it aside after seeing the
way her family had treated her? “You are free to return to us
without repercussion… if you will train my sons in combat and help
me turn them into men worthy of their titles.”




Ixion didn’t move. He
stared at her father, his purple eyes impassive and
emotionless.




“What of
Natalia?” he said in a calm tone.




Her father looked at her.
“My daughter has long done the duty of her brothers as well as her
own. From this point forward, she will guide them also, ensuring
they take responsibility and behave as expected of their status.
Ixion will be assigned to her—”




“Assigned?”
Natalia broke in and snatched Ixion’s hand, holding it tight. She
was ready to flee with him right now if her father was daring to
suggest that they go back to normal, that she give Ixion up. “I
don’t want Ixion to be assigned to me, just like I don’t want my
husband chosen for me. I love Ixion and I will be with him, even if
that means we leave the palace.”




Her father held his hands
up. “I have already had one daughter threatening to give up her
title in order to marry the man she loved… and one is enough. I had
intended to say that Ixion will be assigned to you as whatever you
choose him to be—your personal assassin or future
husband.”




Natalia blinked, stunned
into silence. She was sure that she had heard him wrong. Her father
was stubborn, just like his brothers, and it wasn’t like him to
back down so easily and give in to someone else. It could only mean
one thing. He really did dote on her as much as her mother said. He
loved her and wanted her to be happy.




Ixion’s hand tightened
against hers. She looked at him, into his warm eyes that smiled at
her. He reached out and brushed her cheek with the backs of his
fingers. Her eyes slipped shut and she leaned into his touch,
savouring the softness and the love behind it.




The galaxy faded away
until there was only them, standing so close to each other, joined
in a tender caress.




The door slamming snapped
her out of the moment. Her gaze darted to it. Renie stood in the
doorway, her laser pistol drawn, with Tres beside her.




“Are we
leaving?” Renie said in a hurried tone.




Natalia wondered if her
older sister was actually prepared to hold their own father at gun
point.




“We’re
staying.” Natalia smiled at Ixion. He placed his arm around her
shoulder and drew her close.




“I believe you
must congratulate your little sister,” her father said and Renie’s
eyes went wide.




“He
agreed?”




“It was his
idea,” Natalia said, still not quite able to believe it. Her father
wanted her to marry Ixion. She looked at her father, wondering if
he was going to burst out laughing any moment now and tell her it
was all a joke.




Her father smiled. “I
wouldn’t have parted with you for a lesser male. I have no fear of
your happiness or safety when Ixion is with you.”




Natalia blushed and then
grinned at her sister when it finally sunk in. “I’m getting
married!”




Her father laughed. Tres
said something which she didn’t understand but hoped was
congratulations.




“Double
wedding!” Renie grinned right back at her.




Natalia hesitated and
looked at Ixion. He towered over her, the tendrils of his black
hair obscuring his eyes. His gaze slid down to meet hers and she
waited with bated breath to hear what he would say.




“You haven’t
asked me yet,” she said, feeling a little awkward about how carried
away she had been. Ixion might not want to marry her.




His arm left her
shoulders, making her feel cold, and then he took hold of both of
her hands, standing before her. His eyes held hers, steady and
confident, but something lurked in their clear purple
depths.




“Natalia… my
princess… I am not worthy—” He pressed his finger to her lips to
silence her when she went to speak. “Will you ever learn not to
interrupt?”




Her father laughed again.
The suspense was killing her. She didn’t want him to outline just
how unworthy he felt of her love and what she wanted to share with
him. She wanted him to marry her.




“I am not
worthy of a royal wedding. My status is not that of a prince or
even a noble. I am merely an assassin, a servant of your family.”
He hesitated and then sighed. “I want to marry you more than
anything and make you happy, but I cannot stand before the
population and bring dishonour to your family by marrying you at a
royal wedding.”




Natalia’s heart sunk. The
thought of having such a grand wedding and sharing it with her
sister had been like a dream, but it wasn’t everything. She would
be happy to marry Ixion here in this room in front of the few
gathered. She was about to say so when her father spoke.




“I have a
solution. Come here.”




Ixion released her hands
and did as her father had ordered, walking around the large desk to
stand before him. Her father took down one of the swords that hung
above the grand marble fireplace behind him and turned to
Ixion.




“Kneel.”




Natalia raced forwards,
afraid that her father was going to hurt Ixion. She stopped in her
tracks when he said a few words in Lyran and placed the tip of the
sword on one of Ixion’s shoulders and then the other.




“Rise, Lord
Ixion. Knight of Lyra Five. Commander of the royal
assassins.”




Ixion stood, looking
confused.




“What does it
mean?” Ixion said.




“It is
something from my mother’s species’ past.” Natalia went to Ixion
and smiled up at him when he looked at her. “A lord was a noble
title of the Terran species. A knight is a protector of the
realm.”




“A noble?” he
said and a smile slowly curved his lips.




“Will you
consent to the wedding my daughter deserves now?” her father
said.




Ixion nodded. “If she will
have me, I will marry her in front of the whole galaxy.”




Natalia grinned, threw her
arms around Ixion’s neck, and kissed him breathless.




If she would have
him?




She would be a fool not to
accept his offer and have him.




“Yes,” she
whispered against his lips, giddy with excitement and love. Ixion
held her close, his lips barely grazing hers.




He was everything that she
wanted.




Her Lover.




Her Lord.




Her Knight.




But above all
else…




Her Assassin.




The
End




###
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