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	Oh, if all the world could see

	Truth and clarity

	Found in probability

	 

	 


Prologue

	 

	 

	He sat in the tavern of Jarsil, taking drinks of alcohol only often enough to make his presence in the building passably acceptable, often enough that he wouldn’t draw more attention to himself than he naturally drew. He naturally drew quite a lot of it, with his height, and his build, and his face. Attention was only ideal when and in ways it could be used to an advantage.

	There was a fine line in taverns, as there were fine lines most everywhere. Even a tavern so nice, so spotlessly clean, could not be any sort of exception. It was what it was no matter what appearance it took or how close it could come to almost fooling you. 

	The world was full of varying expectations right along with lines of all different sorts. It was all really very simple, much simpler than the simple minds surrounding him could grasp. Not that they cared to. Idiocy, also, was what it was.

	The current expectation was: A man of his size who was at a tavern should be able to hold their liquor. He could not, at least not as well as most those with simple minds surrounding him. Simpler minds and smaller bodies that had nothing better to do than poison the former while the latter built up a tolerance and begged for more, or that in reverse depending upon how one looked at things. They had nothing better to do, no ability to see all the reason to do otherwise, nor were they better enough to do otherwise. Of course it would be expected for him to be no better, and he of course appeared as though he could handle a bit of poison. 

	But all problems brought about by expectations had their solutions.

	The current solution was: Do not touch the ale, as doing so—and becoming part of that sorting of tavern-goers—brought about more expectations. Fast drinking, to the point of mindlessness, being the unacceptable expectation ale at a tavern brought with it, along with being part of the often-rowdy sorting of people. 

	Hard liquor was the solution, of the expensive sort, which had required dipping into the spoils of fallen Reapers from the city he was currently inside of. 

	That hadn’t been a problem.

	Jarsil might’ve had different currency and means of obtaining goods from most the rest, but some things were universal. One such universal thing was that liquor the likes of which was contained in the glass before him was meant for savoring rather than inhaling. It was regarded as a special treat, even by many who did not partake often. Drinking something that was the choice of many who did not partake often was the solution to a separate yet related problem.

	Whether he was truly enjoying it or not was irrelevant, as long as he was believable. 

	He always was. 

	It was not so difficult to rearrange thoughts and focus on different matters, the positives to be found in or with any sort of unpleasantness. There was always something. Not finding it or being unable could easily lead to one’s downfall.

	The truth was that drinking was a highly unpleasant experience for him. He associated liquor of all its varying sorts with mindlessness, and mindlessness was unacceptable. It was a voluntary poison. The sorts of people who would poison themselves out of a desire to were as disgusting to him as mindlessness itself. 

	He had to test himself every so often, to see where his limits were, on the off chance he might find himself in a situation the likes of his current one—being in hostile territory and needing to do what he currently was for one reason or another. 

	All the world was a hostile place, but territory mattered. Jarsil might not have been the most hostile city, depending upon the way one defined the word, but it was easily the most dangerous. The only one that could truly challenge them on it was located at the opposite end of the world, and they were dangerous in different ways. 

	In a sense.

	It would be unacceptable to allow inactivity and a lack of self-understanding to ruin everything. That often required one to do a great many things they would prefer to not. Such was life. At least such was life for certain sorts of people. It was a fair price to pay to not be plagued with idiocy, in his opinion, though he was often plagued by it. His opinions on with and by varied occasionally, even if the methods through which idiocy plagued him did not.

	Another price that was fair to pay was the requirement of having the occasional drink or more to ensure avenues were covered with self-understanding. That was rather necessary in a multitude of ways. It was actually a rather small price, especially in comparison to some others, as long as he ensured it remained what it was and nothing more or less. 

	He always did.

	It helped him that he didn’t actually like it. He’d prepared enough to ensure that his solutions didn’t cause their own problems.

	So he was sure he seemed believable as he sat there in the tavern of Jarsil, pretending to savor a drink he was hardly drinking. A drink expensive enough to create the solution but not so much that it would draw attention, which would in turn lead to more and different expectations. He focused on the positives to be found, and he savored those instead of the liquid.

	He felt it was mocking Garin to slip over his wall, have a drink in his tavern—paid for by his dead men, no less—then walk about his city in the middle of the night. Irresponsible, to be sure, but it was certainly worth the mockery committed in exchange. 

	He typically was not an irresponsible man, not by any stretching of the word. Quite the contrary, really. His entire life was and had been based on order, and control, and planning. On occasion, certain situations arose that called for more risk taken than was ideal. On occasion, certain circumstances could push one into situations that would’ve previously gone unconsidered. While he also believed mockery in the way it was typically done and defined was disgusting behavior almost wholly for and committed by people with compensatory issues or low levels of intelligence, this was different.

	And Garin? That man deserved a bit of mockery, as his existence in the way he existed made a mockery of them all. Deserved or not, it would never have been considered as a legitimate move before. It hadn’t needed to be done. But things could on occasion change. Rarely, when they mattered at all, but they could. It occurred rarely enough that one could almost forget it was possible, but it was possible.

	Irresponsible or not, the tavern was a better choice by far than interacting directly with one or more of Garin’s Reapers. He would only take that step were it absolutely necessary. For now . . . it was not. Not yet, at least. He was quite sure that, in order to discover what he was after, interaction with one or more of Garin’s Reapers would be necessary. But he needed to be entirely certain to take that risk, at least while inside the walls he was, though he never took interaction lightly. Doing as much would be quite irresponsible, amongst a great many other unacceptable things.

	He justified the irresponsibility of what he was currently doing with the knowledge that taverns were full of useful information, if you could find it hidden and buried in all the shit. 

	He was taking a sip that looked more like something closer to a small swig when he heard the first mention.

	Have you seen her were not unusual words to hear in such a place, but it was the tone that had him halting in the middle of the action. The tone was more than unusual. He held the glass to his lips, the sip of burning liquor in his mouth, and he waited.

	“They say she looks just like her mother,” someone said.

	He swallowed the burning liquid.

	“Have you seen her eyes, though?” someone else asked. “Just like her father’s.”

	He placed the glass on the table, leaned back into his seat, and he listened, wondering why so many would seem so enraptured in talk of a female. Most unusual for so many to get involved in discussion of a singular one. There were so many. 

	Most unusual.

	“Where did they say she’d been?”

	“No one knows. I haven’t heard a word of where she was or what she’d been doing there. Someone has to know.”

	“Maybe it’s that no one will say, if they do know.”

	“Well, that would just be odd. You’d think we would’ve heard something about it by now.”

	“Have you seen her?”

	“I heard—”

	“Are you going to say the same things every night? Have you not grown tired of it yet?” the barkeep asked as he wiped up a spill with a rag. “You know she hasn’t stepped out once since she arrived. He’s either got her under lock and key or she has no desire whatsoever to be in our city. None of it is your concern, but if I were him?” He nodded. “I’d lock her up. At least until the nonsense dies down, if it ever will. You all doing what you are is just that. It’s just nonsense.”

	“Shut it, Herald,” one of the men who’d been talking said. 

	“I’m just saying.” Herald, the barkeep, shook his head and put up his free hand. “No point in talking about how she looks when half of you didn’t even get a half-decent look at her. Everyone’s talking her up, and I can say, I saw her pretty close that day, and she’s just a girl. You’re all making far too much of everything, and it’s none of your concern either way. She’s just a girl. You should get her off your mind.”

	He couldn’t quite hear what was said next, as the men speaking most were a good distance away and angled too awkwardly to read lips, but he watched the barkeep seem to freeze in place. 

	Herald turned, his gaze falling on the man who’d mumbled something he’d clearly heard. “What did you just say?”

	And all at once, the ambient sound in the room was gone. The chattering stopped, and he sat there, watching all heads turn in the man’s direction. Most unusual. 

	The offender stood and held both his hands in the air. “I said nothing.” 

	The three others with him all stood, their chairs scooting backward noisily on the floor, screeching. And they left him there, nearly running from the building.

	“What did you say?” Herald asked again.

	The offender just stood there.

	Herald walked around from his spot behind the bar, and he came to stand in front of the offender. 

	He in his seat across the room strained to listen to what came out of Herald’s mouth, wondering why a barkeep would be behaving the way he was. Surely the man heard all sorts of vile words spoken. Some things were universal. People were often quite disgusting, and it was more often than not accepted. Jarsil could be no exception to that. People often said things behind the backs of others that they would never dare to their face.

	Most people. Nearly all of them.

	“You can say what you like about any woman in this city.” Herald stared straight into the offender’s eyes. “You can spout off vulgarity ‘til your heart’s content, and that’s perfectly fine if it’s all you can manage to do with yourself. But if word gets out that I’m letting every piece of shit in Jarsil sit in my building and run their mouths about that one . . .” He shook his head and nearly spat his next words through his teeth. “Do you have any idea what he’ll do to me?”

	No one said a word. It was all most peculiar. 

	Herald brought his attention away from the offender and ordered, “Someone find a Reaper.”

	“No!” The man shouted the word over the sound of patrons leaving the space to do as they’d been instructed. “I won’t say anything else, I swear it. I was just—” He shook his head frantically. “I wasn’t thinking.”

	He’d been sitting there listening, thinking surely he was misunderstanding what was occurring as it had all seemed so impossible inside his head, but there was no mistaking it when Herald said, “Tell that to Garin. Tell him you weren’t thinking when you said what you did about his daughter. Tell him that and see how well it works for you.”

	He smiled, bringing a hand to the lower part of his face to cover the expression. God, it felt like a wider smile than he’d had on his face in as long as he could remember. He realized he’d forgotten the way it felt when stretching and pulling naturally. It fell away the instant the main door opened and two Reapers stepped inside. 

	“What’s going on here?” one of them asked.

	The offender had been rattling off, pleading with Herald, but he’d gone silent at the sight of them. He should’ve been silent from the start, but people rarely did as they should. They were so reliable in that regard, and reliability could be so very useful.

	“Moron spouting off about Garin’s daughter.” Herald shook his head, appearing as irritated as he sounded. “I don’t know when they’re going to learn to stop doing this. Already had to cart three of them off to him in these few weeks. They should talk about that instead of what it keeps getting back to. Or just keep their damn mouths shut.”

	People rarely did as they should. Even more rarely could and would they keep their mouths shut, inside a tavern or not.

	The first Reaper stepped back when the other stepped forward. 

	“You found the wrong man tonight if you were hoping he’d be carted off to the House. What odd chance.” The second looked away from Herald and smiled at the offender. “What did you say about her?”

	Herald’s entire demeanor had changed from irritated to concerned and confused when he asked, “Do you know her, Sir?”

	The Reaper’s smile widened a bit more, and his eyes did not leave the offender’s face. He certainly knew her—this girl who should not have been alive—and he was going to kill the man in front of him for opening his mouth. It was rather obvious, and it was rather telling. “What did you say?”

	Rather telling, to be willing to kill over words said. This girl who should not have been alive had made an impact on the Reaper, but by the expression and demeanor it wasn’t the sort of impact some females could have on some males.

	He had no idea what sort. That was both new and odd.

	The initial Reaper told the one who’d stepped forward, “Leave it, Stewart.”

	“You know what?” The Reaper—Stewart—tilted his head a bit, his eyes narrowed, clearly ignoring his comrade. “I don’t even care what you said. Whatever it was, it was bad enough for us to be called in.” He shook his head, clearly thinking hard. “What to do with you?”

	“Are you going to kill me, Sir?” The offender whispered the words. 

	He’d only known the question was asked because he’d read the lips. The angle wasn’t so awkward after the Reapers had come in and caused movement. They could have that effect.

	“It’s because I know her that I want to kill you,” Stewart said. He watched the intent to kill leave him from across the room, almost like a sigh. “And it’s because I know her that I won’t. I know exactly what I’m going to do with you.” He waited in silence for what felt a rather long while, as things often could in strained situations, not moving to do whatever it was. “Don’t you want to know?”

	The offender said nothing.

	Stewart took another step forward. “I’m going to take you down the street to an abandoned building, and you’re going to have some sense beaten into you. I doubt it’ll break through, but I’ll try my absolute hardest. Anyone who wants to assist in your learning is more than welcome to. If no one comes, I’ll do it all myself. Then I’m going to take you to her father, and I’ll tell you a secret.” He leaned close to say, “He’s probably going to kill you. 

	“It’s ignorant enough to open your mouth about his daughter,” Stewart went on, “but if you had any idea the sort of person she is . . . you wouldn’t dare. She wouldn’t want me to bloody my hands over someone’s ignorance, but I will if I have to.” He blinked hard twice, almost as though he were confused. Then the corners of his mouth pulled up the smallest increment. It was as though he’d been debating with himself on something and won.

	It had been so subtle he doubted anyone else inside the building had noticed, apart from the Reaper standing next to Stewart. Perhaps not even.

	“Sir, I’m not trying to interfere,” a man said. “I’m just wondering. . . . What is it about her that makes you want to kill a man for saying something about her when he’s pissed off his mind?”

	“I can’t tell you that.” Stewart smiled again, seeming much more than slightly amused, like he knew some fantastic secret. “But trust me when I say it would be worth it.” He looked around the room. “Any takers?”

	He knew he should not have done it, that he should’ve remained where he sat in his seat pretending to drink the contents of his glass. He knew he should not come in such close contact with a Reaper of Jarsil unless it was absolutely necessary, but he stood.

	“I want first go.”

	Stewart looked right at him, still smiling. “First go belongs to you, then.”

	He wondered in that moment, where the two of them stared at one another from across the room, if Stewart would’ve cared at all who he was as long as this offender was dealt with. Best to not push his luck anywhere near that far. He was already pushing much too hard. But he had to wonder . . . 

	What was it about this girl that could cause a Reaper to behave in such a way? It wasn’t about her being the daughter of who she was. It was about her. Reapers from Jarsil always cared about doing the right thing, according to them, and he doubted they broke protocol often.

	Protocol was not this. It couldn’t have been. Not here. Protocol would’ve been what had been expected—taking the offender straight to Garin.

	As he walked—following just behind but almost beside Stewart as he dragged the offender from the building, being followed himself by nearly a third of the patrons in the tavern—he realized he’d already gotten what he’d come here for. 

	He’d come to Jarsil to discover why a team of Reapers from Maldir had been killed and why Garin had left Jarsil when he so rarely did. He knew now. 

	Garin had left his city because his daughter was not dead as everyone had believed. She was alive. She was here now. She was the reason that team of Reapers was dead. They must’ve seen her, been discovered, and been killed for it.

	The only female in the world that the sight of brought a death sentence, as far as he knew. There were a great many men who could or would attempt the same for the same—death in exchange for sight. This was not some singular man enraged or desperate over someone catching some sight or another.

	Catching sight of this specific female outside the walls of Jarsil bore the weight of those walls and the man who’d left them to bring her here. The man who controlled the largest city in the world.

	He knew he should leave, get out of Garin’s city before he was caught. He knew that as well as he knew he should not be doing what he was. But he could not leave now any more than he could pass up this opportunity to learn more. The reason was not the full truth and, though the reason was large enough on its own . . . it was all much too large to settle for less than the full truth. He couldn’t leave quite yet.

	The secret, whatever it was that Stewart knew? He had to discover it. He could not return to his home until he had. If it had been any other Reaper who’d stepped into the tavern, he suspected he would’ve left it. 

	Life was funny sometimes.

	Stewart pulled him partway from his thoughts with, “Why so eager to have first go?” 

	“I don’t like trash.”

	“What’s your name?”

	“You can call me Ben.” He avoided Stewart’s gaze, keeping his forward as they walked too close for comfort that was only in any way uncomfortable for him due to the situation.

	“Well, Ben, that’s something the two of you share.” Stewart tugged a bit on the offender, jerking him as he was trying to put up a bit of a struggle. It was always so easy to get people where you wanted them, when you knew how to do as much. “She disposed of some before we made our way here.” Not on the way, then.

	“She truly must be his daughter, then.” He still could not believe it.

	Stewart shook his head a bit. “You have no idea, and neither does she. Not yet. She’ll see it eventually. I have faith in her.”

	This turn of events was far too interesting to pass up. He couldn’t miss this opportunity, not when it involved Garin. And if even a possibility existed that she might be anything like her father . . . he could potentially have much more to worry about than was acceptable.

	He could not leave Jarsil until he discovered the full truth, until there were no secrets at all. 

	Coming to Garin’s city was much more dangerous than he ever could’ve anticipated. Everyone had believed Garin’s daughter dead, and Garin must have as well. He doubted anything could’ve stopped that man from getting his daughter, had he known she still lived, if everything passed as information in that regard was true enough.

	Her reappearance was sure to shake things up. It was clearly doing as much already. He’d heard that Garin didn’t kill his citizens often, if ever, but Stewart seemed confident it would happen. That meant Garin’s daughter had him breaking his own rules. Garin deviating from what had become the norm was quite the dangerous situation.

	Coming here had been much more dangerous than he ever could’ve anticipated, and he’d anticipated a great deal. No one could’ve anticipated that body resurfacing and still breathing, though. No one.

	Staying in Jarsil for any stretch of time had not been part of the plan. The plan had been a few hours in then getting out, but he was confident in his ability to find solutions. He had to discover this, though. And if she were anything like her father . . .

	Well, one of them was already one too many in the world. It always had been. Two would be so far past unacceptable. Even simple minds would agree, past the walls of Jarsil.
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	He met gazes with her. 

	It was intentional. 

	It wasn’t difficult to draw them in. 

	It wasn’t difficult to get the clearer read after the draw. 

	When he smiled at her, it brought her up short, stopped her right in the middle of the street.

	The expression that appeared on her face at the sight of him was that she’d never seen a more spectacular-looking man in all her life. She couldn’t help but stop. It was something like being thrown into a tub of freezing water.

	It happened. The first time it had, it had reminded him very much of a nocturnal bug flying around a lit lantern. It was only later that he realized how accurate that was. Ignorant little bugs that came out at night when they loved the light so much they couldn’t help becoming hypnotized by it. They flew around in circles, enraptured by something they couldn’t look away from. Then they flung themselves with all their little might until they could burn themselves.

	Humans believed themselves to be so far above such creatures, but they truly weren’t. Some couldn’t help themselves. Some could. The ones that couldn’t only survived in the world if nothing came along to rid them of one instinct and replace it with another. Then again, it depended on the sort of lantern and who was holding it. It also depended on whether both could draw in what was needed.

	He had brown hair, not light nor dark but somewhere between, and his blue eyes would stand out even from the distance she was away from him. He knew they would. He’d seen and heard it all before. 

	In his mind, there was nothing special about his face, nothing appealing about it, nothing to make them get how they got over it. He was inclined to believe it had something to do with symmetry. Symmetry and balance. Strong and straight features that, on most parts of his face, leaned toward soft rather than sharp at the edges. And yet somehow still sharp regardless of any leanings.

	They often found it appealing. That was one way to describe the way and reason why females tended to get as they did over him.

	He was tall—tall enough that the one he’d gotten the attention of wouldn’t worry about emasculating him by standing near. She was quite tall for a woman, which often made men uncomfortable, and her being a Reaper did not help. Men always looked over her—even when her knives were concealed—their gazes finding a much smaller woman they could feel like a man next to, he was sure. Some things were universal, and he’d seen it all so many times before. She was accustomed to being looked over, or in some ways perhaps looked under, he saw in an instant. 

	But he didn’t look away from her. He didn’t look over her. He looked directly at her.

	And he knew he’d made the right decision. It wasn’t difficult. They were quite easy to tell apart, when you’d seen enough of them. 

	He walked over, still smiling because they liked it when he smiled at them. He was careful about which sort of smile he had on his face. As self-assured as someone who others found appeal in would normally be but much more oblivious than he actually was. It would’ve baffled him how they could never see through it, but he knew why, and he understood.

	If they could see through it . . . they didn’t want to. If they wanted to burn themselves, then that was what they wanted. Their own heads often did a great deal of the work for him.

	He made sure to glance at her knives when he came close, but only the ones which were easily visible, to let her think he wasn’t accustomed to seeing them. He was careful about how he looked at them—to tell her he might be concerned or cautious about the knives, but they wouldn’t stop him from approaching her. Respect, for the person carrying them. The slightest bit of hesitation he didn’t actually feel.

	He was not even a little concerned. Not of the knives nor of the Reaper carrying them, even without most of his own. Even if he was without a single blade, he wouldn’t have felt the slightest bit of fear to approach her, but he was very good at making people believe whatever he needed them to. It truly wasn’t difficult. All it took was control of one’s self and understanding. Holding a lantern in front of their faces. Keeping them focused on it rather than flying away or burning themselves too quickly.

	He leaned down a bit when he was close enough to, but not too close. Close enough to tell her that he was seeing woman rather than Reaper, but not too close to set off Reaper training rather than human instinct. It was a rather fine line, at least upon first meeting. After some time, that line became quite thick, more often than not. They eventually developed spots in their vision, if led correctly. He towered over her, as he always did with women, and they always liked it because all women wanted to feel safe with a man, and size mattered. 

	He was still smiling in the way he had been when he almost whispered, “Why are you staring at me?”

	He watched her get the slightest bit flustered, though she hid it somewhat well in her body language. The truth was typically so easy to discover in some way or another. For something as simple as what was in front of him, it took essentially no work at all.

	Bodies almost always attempted and succeeded in telling the truth when the person occupying those bodies tried to lie or otherwise display falsehoods.

	The truth was almost always in the eyes if not given away by the body or face. It was always somewhere. You simply had to find it. That wasn’t the slightest bit difficult. For him.

	The truth was that she was nowhere near as composed as she sounded when asking, “Why are you staring at me?” Her face had turned rather red. It happened. They so often burned in one way or another after getting close.

	“Does a man need a reason to stare at a beautiful woman?” 

	He almost hoped the line wouldn’t work despite it being necessary, but he knew it would before he let it out of his mouth. It was so easy to tell when women lacked confidence in some aspect of their appearance, and she certainly did. You only needed to know which nerves were exposed and how to utilize that to your advantage. It wasn’t even remotely difficult. For him.

	Height, and height alone, but that one singular barbed and exposed nerve had made scratches on others. It had dug itself into what was near and spread its pain and insecurity. Not too many, and not too deep. Deep enough to be disgustingly easy. All because of her height and an inability to realize what the internal issue was, why, then stop it from causing others. 

	There was absolutely nothing physically wrong with her, but her perception of other’s perceptions and an inability to handle it had damaged the entirety of her person.

	Humans believed they were above so many things they were incapable of seeing.

	She fought against the line working despite the fact that it had, just like nearly all Reaper women did or would, saying, “Come on. You can’t really believe I think you’re serious. You don’t have to pull that shit to get me into bed, if that’s what you’re wanting.”

	Shame. He wished it wouldn’t be so easy, but it was easy after you figured out what you were doing. He’d figured them out long ago. No matter any slight differences, they were so easy. In some way or another, by one means or another. There was always a solution, no matter any variables.

	But the line had worked.

	“I think I’ve been looking at the wrong women all my life.” He chuckled a little under his breath. “I suppose knives make all the difference in the world. I’ll keep that in mind.” He paused, letting a somewhat natural grin tug at the corners of his mouth as he thought on how little a difference knives made on Reaper women in Maldir, at least where he was concerned. Not much of one at all. “What’s your name?” 

	“Kacie,” she replied. “What’s yours?”

	“You can call me Ben, if you’d like.”

	“Is that short for Benjamin?” 

	He grinned a bit wider. “What do you think?”

	It was not, but she believed it was. People were so easy. They often settled for much less than a direct and satisfactory answer when they shouldn’t. It wasn’t difficult to poke at the few nerves that were exposed for most everyone in the world. No one liked feeling stupid. If you were careful, they could and would make themselves feel ignorant with only the slightest bit of helpful prodding to get them there. And when they got where you needed them and more often than not rightfully belonged, they would more often than not settle for those indirect and less-than-satisfactory answers.

	It was always so damn easy. As much of a shame and disappointment as it was, it was so beneficial. He had no further issues with it.
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	He didn’t go to bed with Kacie that night, or the next, or the next. He could have. Even if she hadn’t told him as much directly from the start, he was aware that he could have. Her body told him as much, her face, and it became much more obvious on every occasion he saw her. She didn’t realize how obvious it actually was. They rarely did. It wasn’t difficult to see around training when you knew what you were looking for. People were so easy when you understood them. 

	It wasn’t the right time.

	He talked to her, because they liked it when he talked. They liked it, even when they shouldn’t. It was so mindless. He ensured that mindlessness was at least good for something or was in some way productive. Mostly . . . he listened. He listened to her speak about mundane details of Reaper life, pretending he knew nothing whatsoever about the things she was saying. 

	He knew much more than she did in many regards, but she knew things he did not. He needed those things. Getting those things would take time and effort.

	He was so convincing when he shook his head and had a confused expression on his face that she found adorable despite him being anything but. It was obvious, with her quiet giggling. He was not an adorable man, but he was very good at making women see whatever was necessary, even if it didn’t truly exist. He rarely wasted the time. It was rarely necessary. It was with this.

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about. Fimeral what?”

	“Femoral.” Kacie laughed the word she’d pronounced correctly but gotten mixed up with something close.

	“If you say so,” he said, still shaking his head. “Sounds like a load of shit to me. Are you sure you’re not making it up?” He didn’t particularly enjoy talking dirty on most occasions, but sometimes situations called for it, and all people required different approaches. He did it less intentionally and more frequently when around the few people he was somewhat comfortable with, in the sense of being willing to carry on a conversation that wasn’t entirely to do with work. That gave more space for words to come out, dirty ones included. He never let out half as many as he could have and on occasion wanted to.

	Kacie was no different from any woman. They thought they wanted nice things—words and acts and affection, but . . . they truly didn’t. They all wanted a certain sort of man and, no matter how he felt about it, that man was easy to find in himself.

	He was not a nice man, not by any definition of the word, but he could be nice, when it was necessary. It rarely was, so he rarely put forth the effort. There was only a point when there was. That point only occurred when work was involved. Otherwise, being nice to women was the largest waste of time to be committed in the world. For so many reasons.

	He spent time with Kacie daily, when she got off her shifts. They would sit together sometimes, walk others. He only walked when there were many people out after that first night, as it was easy to be invisible in crowds despite one’s physical appearance, if they knew what they were doing. He spoke to her enough to keep her speaking about unimportant things, getting to know her as well as he needed to know her and giving her what she needed to let her guard down in the ways he needed and she wanted it down. No matter how easy it was, it always became easier when you had a clearer view of any particular person. This was important, and he could not afford the tiniest slipup, not even one he could potentially recover from. He couldn’t risk it.

	So he did nothing more than those few things, as it wasn’t time to do anything else. Until it was time. When that time was near then came, he ensured he only had what weaponry on beneath his clothing that he should.

	Shortly after Kacie began thinking perhaps he was not interested in her in the way she hoped despite whatever attention he’d paid or interest he’d shown, he made a move. He gave her some time with that feeling first of course, to make her want him that much more. But it was a fine line. When the line was reached but not crossed, he pushed her back against the side of a building as they were walking, and he kissed her. 

	Kacie was not accustomed to men behaving in such a way with her, nor was she used to being manhandled. He knew she wasn’t. He knew that being manhandled went against everything she knew as a Reaper, but he’d learned something important the very first time he’d approached her. 

	When it came to him, it didn’t take very much work at all to get her to listen to womanly instincts rather than Reaper ones. He didn’t have to be anywhere near as careful as he should’ve been required.

	So she didn’t reach for her knives when he put his hands on her. She grasped at his back instead, where she would’ve found the back of a strap before but not then, getting caught up in his affection as they always did.

	It was so . . . disappointing. But he needed it on this occasion. Him needing it was a very rare thing. Him being disgusted by women confusing affection was not new at all.

	He still didn’t take her to bed that night. He only did enough to make her attachment for him grow in the way he required, to move in the necessary direction. It was what needed to be done, and it was all that needed to be done. He was much too careful to slip.

	She wasn’t. She should’ve been, but she wasn’t.

	She slipped for the first time that same night he’d first kissed her, as they sat on the roof of her house after watching the sun setting. He didn’t care for the sunset or what followed it that had her preoccupied. Not until she slipped.

	She was staring up at the stars when she said, “I don’t like her.”

	It took a small bit of effort to hide the relief, knowing it was already the beginning of the slip. He simply redirected the energy into sounding and appearing confused. “Don’t like who?” 

	“His daughter.” She continued staring up at the stars, which were getting a bit brighter with every minute that passed. “Garin’s daughter. There’s something about her.”

	“I’m sorry. I don’t have a clue what you’re meaning.” He shook his head when she looked at him. “Has she done something?”

	“I don’t know.” Kacie looked skyward again. 

	He watched the struggle taking place behind her eyes. It was obvious that she knew she shouldn’t say anything, and yet she wanted to so badly that she was considering it regardless. 

	He wondered if it was because he hadn’t shown the slightest bit of interest in any of the goings-on of Jarsil that Kacie said, “I’ve heard some things about her, and . . . I don’t like them.”

	“People say a lot of things about a lot of people,” he pointed out. “Most of them aren’t true enough to take real note of.”

	“The source would know.” She sounded so certain. 

	He waited until she was looking at him to smile. “You sound like you’re legitimately concerned over something. She’s just a girl.”

	“I think she’s more than that.”

	Interesting. It was all so damn interesting.

	He sighed. “Let’s talk about something else. I’m sorry, but I’ve no interest in talking about girls.”

	“Would you rather talk about boys?” She seemed unable to look at him, likely because he’d made her feel foolish by belittling her thoughts in the way many men would. She did grin when asking the question, but it was clearly forced. 

	He already knew there was something about her—Garin’s daughter—girl or not. Whatever it was . . .

	It was too important.

	It was too damn interesting.

	Choosing Kacie hadn’t been difficult. All he’d had to do was wait until Garin’s daughter left the House for the first time and get close enough to see which Reapers were guarding her. He didn’t choose in the first circle. He chose in the second. He chose one of the Reapers in that middle line of defense. They were close, but they weren’t too close, and she’d been thrown in too recently for all that to be noticed and accounted for.

	He’d only seen the girl’s back that day, but he’d watched Kacie watching her, and he knew in an instant . . . Kacie already did not like her. 

	Women were such petty creatures, and they could never keep their mouths shut. It was only a matter of time and the slightest bit of effort.
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	Something changed. 

	Something changed a few days after he’d first kissed Kacie and she’d let the first bit slip. He saw her—Jarsil’s new princess. Really saw her. He’d just been walking, observing what there was to see as he often found himself doing here, and the wave of information was spread. 

	She’s out again. Walking around. Have you seen her?

	Almost every instance he heard that word here—her—it was associated with Garin’s daughter. No one referred to her by name, at least not that he heard. He wondered if anyone even knew her name. 

	He knew it. Most names weren’t worth knowing. Hers was. It had been worth knowing for as long as it had been hers.

	It was easy to distinguish when they were talking about her, opposed to some random female, due to the tones of voices. The word was said with an energy as if one had just stumbled across a windfall.

	It was not difficult to find her when following that wave of people speaking. He’d missed her the other occasions she’d been out, apart from the initial one, and he hadn’t wanted to get too close on that first. The first had simply been discovering the first solution. 

	It had taken more mental effort than he liked to fully accept that he had what he would call a healthy apprehension of laying sight upon her. The problem with accepting his own apprehension wasn’t that it existed. The problem was that the feel of it verged on something superstitious, and he was beyond the sort of nonsense where people made excuses to justify and explain whatever wasn’t easy.

	It was an odd situation. Though just a girl, she’d never been. She’d always been a story—a ghost that only one man had ever seen. And now that ghost had a different story, had resurfaced, was breathing, and yet still seemed like a story people told because so few had laid eyes upon her. And laying eyes upon her was a dangerous thing.

	He had to tell himself more than once that seeing her inside the walls of Jarsil wasn’t the problem, even if one didn’t belong inside those walls. It was knowing—that she was breathing. It was knowing that she existed and was real. 

	He did know, so seeing her or not would make no difference with that.

	He had to. Even if some minuscule and ridiculous part of him had concerns that doing as much could possibly shift some sort of unseen force, he had to see her. He accepted that a different small part had to just because. Most had to because it was necessary.

	This time he got ahead of the procession, of the Reapers surrounding her in a massive circle. And they were everywhere, more of them out and about than usual, hiding in plain sight and walking in another several circles around the other. They were not hiding any longer, not like they had been to anyone who wouldn’t know what they were seeing. There were easily fifty Reapers strewn about in her general vicinity. Guarding her. Like she was a moving treasure-trove.

	Garin was very concerned for his daughter’s safety. Garin was a very intelligent man.

	He got far enough ahead, but not so far that he could mistake the intended direction, and he waited. It wasn’t long.

	And then there she was. Not her back.

	She was more attractive in the face than he’d anticipated, and she actually looked almost nothing at all like he’d assumed she would. If pages could be trusted—and they surely could with the particular two that had caused him to have a preconceived idea—she looked nothing like her father nor her mother. In his opinion. More of the latter, to be sure, but perhaps some aspects of both. Enough aspects of both for him to be sure she most certainly was who she was. Not enough of either to not be her own person. She was built as her mother had been—short, and small, but sturdy in some way despite as much. He didn’t know if her mother had that appearance as well—sturdy despite—but she certainly did.

	He truly couldn’t grasp what had been spoken of about her eyes, though. Those hadn’t come from her father. They were much too large. She had her mother’s eyes.

	She was more attractive than he’d anticipated in his attempts at preparation, but she was far too young and too small, both of which he’d already known. He didn’t like worrying about breaking them unless he was doing as much purposely. Still, he’d always prefer to not. And her face, though attractive, made her appear even younger than she actually was with the way it was put together. The height—or lack thereof—and build did as well. But she had an odd way of holding and carrying herself.

	Once he got past the initial assessment, he realized she seemed bothered by or about something, verging on miserable. But . . . alert, despite that. Perhaps the size of her eyes was attempting to play tricks on him and always appeared alert when open.

	No. She was alert. 

	Yes. The eyes played tricks.

	He watched them.

	On one side of the coin, they made her appear younger. The opposite on the opposite.

	He watched her eyes. They fell on the Reaper next to her, Jastin. He’d heard the name when he’d overheard Garin’s daughter speaking to that Reaper’s sister once on her first time out. It had been difficult—timing it perfectly. When the Reaper guarding the door that she’d been behind had become distracted by contemplating over whether to step inside then did just that, he’d walked past, hearing her speak. 

	He’d then checked up later to be sure, waiting until he heard that female Reaper who’d also been inside speak to someone, to be positive of whose voice he’d initially heard. He’d also gotten a good look at that Reaper’s face and, despite the vast difference in hair color, there was no denying she was the sister of the Reaper walking with Garin’s daughter. Not with the odd, almost yellow eyes. And he was walking with her rather than strictly protecting her like the rest. Whoever or whatever Jastin was to her, he must’ve meant something. He was absolutely certain now.

	First weakness of one sort or another discovered, at least on a personal level. Proof that she was a person and not a ghost in a story.

	Today, Garin’s daughter’s gaze fell on that Reaper every so often, but she was mostly scanning the crowd—overlooking most then focusing at intervals on some. 

	Her gaze met his, remained there for an instant, and then moved down his body. His arms, exposed from the elbow down. When they reached the point of the scar on his left forearm, her gaze went from him to the nearest Reaper of Jarsil between them who hadn’t so much as glanced in his direction. She passed.

	He smiled.

	It quickly faded, as did his sight of her. Not so dissimilar to a ghost—visible for an instant then gone, leaving one with a question.

	What did I just see?
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	He slept with Kacie the same night, after seeing Garin’s daughter more closely and discovering there was more to her just as he’d thought. Girl or not. Person or not.

	He didn’t want to do so prematurely, but he was intrigued. He was certain he could speed it up without ruining it. Speeding it up seemed quite necessary. He didn’t want to be in Jarsil longer than he must, but he couldn’t slip.

	Fine lines.

	He always found it funny that, no matter how big female Reapers talked, they wanted love, not sex. And yet they wanted love from the sort of man who wouldn’t or couldn’t give it to them. But they were so quick to make what they would of things—to see what they wanted rather than what existed—and it was easy to have people look where you wanted them to rather than where they should.

	So he did what Kacie wanted, knowing it would be worth it in the end. He kissed her like she wanted, touched her like she wanted, and after, held her like she wanted. It was necessary, to get what he needed.

	They wanted both men at certain times—the nice man and the opposite—and they could never have both because those two sorts of men couldn’t exist inside one person. One could only be mistaken or used for another at the appropriate times. One had to be very careful. Being careful was very easy for him.

	He would rather not be affectionate at any point with anyone, for so many reasons that he would never try to explain to anyone, but women could be exceptionally open after physical intimacy, if one played it right.

	He was playing with a bit of Kacie’s hair after, waiting for her to process and come back down. Once she mostly had, he asked, “How was your day?”

	“Interesting,” she said. “They started working things out tonight.”

	“Who?”

	“Garin and his daughter,” she responded. 

	“I hadn’t heard there were any issues between them.” That was interesting.

	“She hated him.” Kacie shook her head. “I’d seen the way she looked at him, and I swear to god, I’ve never seen a non-Reaper look at a person that way in my life. I swear, I thought she was going to kill him when he first arrived with her. I’m not the only one.”

	That was very interesting, when nearly everyone in Jarsil seemed to love Garin, and if his own daughter . . . “Well, it’s good they’re getting their issues sorted.”

	Perhaps that was what Stewart had meant about not seeing similarities, or perhaps . . .

	“I don’t think so.” She couldn’t look in his eyes to say, “I think she’s playing him. I think she’s playing all of them.” 

	Which way to go?

	Rather than belittle Kacie’s thoughts, which would downplay all of it, he said, “You seem very upset. Perhaps an outside perspective would help.”

	“I can’t say anything.”

	“Then don’t.” He shrugged. “I’m only trying to get things sorted, but I wouldn’t want to get you in any sort of trouble.” It was true enough. He didn’t want to, but he didn’t care to. Besides, he wouldn’t get her in trouble. If she found herself in it, that would be of her own doing regardless of his involvement. She could either help herself or not.

	“Maybe if I watch how I word it. . . .” Kacie trailed off, clearly trying to think of some way to get this off her chest without doing the wrong thing. Even contemplating it was doing the wrong thing—for her city and for her leader and his family. Her being willing to do the wrong thing for herself or in any other regard was not his fault, not even if he let her do it. Not even if he asked her to.

	The wrong thing for some was often the right thing for others, or could be.

	“How about you tell me why she bothers you so much,” he suggested. “That way you’re not saying anything you shouldn’t on other people’s business. We’ll pretend we’re just speaking about some random person. No names.” No one seemed to call her by name anyway. The closest he’d heard was passing someone on the street saying they understood why her mother named her Aster because she was as pretty as one. “So, you’re having a problem with someone?”

	“How many Reapers have you met?” 

	He shrugged again. “Everyone comes across a few.” It was true.

	“So you know what some of us are like, don’t you?” Kacie finally must’ve found it within herself to look into his eyes.

	It was easy for him to not smile at her. “I have a rather distinct idea.”

	“This girl . . .” Kacie brought her gaze away from his once more, pointing to her head as she did. “You can watch it. You can watch her thinking, planning. I’ve heard it’s terrifying.”

	“For a person to think?” How amusing. But the perspective of others on an ability to think was what it was.

	“It’s the way she does. She was traveling recently—this girl. And I heard she manipulated a handful of Reapers into fighting with one another. Fighting, with their fists. And she just sat there. Crying.”

	“Perhaps the situation was spun into something it wasn’t,” he said. “Did this girl manipulate them or was she legitimately upset?”

	“Manipulated.” She was sure. “I heard she was crying but completely dead behind the eyes. Uncaring. Then caused more of them to fight by just sitting there. Older Reapers, around her father’s age. Didn’t say a word to them. Not a single word.”

	It was time for the other approach. “Sounds to me as though she did nothing at all.”

	“No, I’m sure of it.” She nodded. “I have never seen a non-Reaper look at people the way she does. I don’t even know that I’ve ever even seen a Reaper look at people that way, not to that extent and not so uncaringly. Deep down, there’s some part of us that usually cares. It’s like . . .” 

	“It’s like what?” he pressed when she said nothing more.

	“I don’t know how to explain it.” She shook her head. “It’s like every time she looks at a person, she’s trying to get ahead of them no matter who they are. Waiting for them to slit their own throats. Or if she doesn’t want them to right then, making sure the blade is kept at their throat in case she changes her mind. I’ve never seen anyone like that in all my life.”

	He smiled at her. “I’d say that’s a very good thing.”

	“I would’ve thought so.” Her brow furrowed so hard. “But then I saw it. And she’s where she is. Near who she is.”

	The small smile fell away from his face as he watched tears welling in her eyes. 

	He said, “If she’s the way you believe she is, do you not think her father would know?”

	“That’s his daughter.” She almost sobbed. “I think he’s looking for any excuse to not see it. He took the first chance she gave.”

	His brow furrowed then. “But if they’re working things out. . . .”

	She sniffled in hard. “He hasn’t been alone with her. Not once since she got here. Until tonight.” She shook her head, rubbing at her face. “I’m worried about tomorrow and whether he’ll stop seeing it.”

	“She is just a girl.” As carefully as he’d said that, he asked, “What are you worried about?”

	“I’m worried she’s going to kill him.” She very much sobbed then. “I can’t go back to the way things were. I can’t.”

	In an attempt at stopping her from going into complete hysterics and also to prevent her from seeing his face, he pulled her close. “I understand being concerned for yourself, but . . . I believe you’ve missed reassuring yourself.” He ran a hand down her back then up it. “No matter any potential negative feelings . . . That’s her father. They were alone tonight and she didn’t. Correct?”

	She nodded. “I think she’s waiting.”

	He sighed. “I think there are things no one knows. Is it not possible that a girl perhaps found reason to start working things out with her father?”

	“With any other girl, I would have a different answer.”

	“Well . . .” He sighed again, and it took immense effort not to get lost inside his head. “I suppose tomorrow might give you a better indication.” He very much hoped so, as that would give him a better indication. He had to know . . . “What do you think she is if not a girl?”

	“A monster,” barely slipped out of her mouth. “A monster that took the skin of an adorable little girl and wears it. But it can’t change its eyes.” A shiver ran down her back, which she tried to mask as readjusting her position. 

	He was nowhere near smiling when he said, “Maybe you’re simply afraid of change and are seeing monsters where there aren’t any.”

	She said nothing to that.

	“Just give it some time.”

	He laid in Kacie’s bed, staring at nothing in her bedroom. He held her close to him until she fell asleep. That took a while, long enough for him to work through some things.

	If Garin’s daughter was the sort of person who would commit patricide, she was not like her father. Not unless the accounts were wrong, one was twisting old accounts, or she was like him in a different way than he was thought of here and now. If she did or had hated her father enough for it to be visible, she surely was not making a calculated effort. Unless she was an absolute imbecile, she had to know she would be the first suspect whether they worked things out or not. With nearly anyone else’s blood, he would expect no more or less than idiocy. But he’d seen her eyes, and he knew . . .

	Garin’s daughter was not an idiot.

	She was not going to kill her father whether any part of her had or still wanted to. He ruled out her being a psychopath, though he did leave the possibility open in the back of his mind.

	Once Kacie fell asleep deeply enough, he removed his arm from over her and left the space.
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	He stumbled across her accidentally the following evening—Garin’s daughter—or as accidentally as it was possible to stumble across her when everyone stopped in her path. Stopped in her path and admired her like a moving treasure-trove they’d be killed for getting too close to. 

	It wasn’t inaccurate.

	She was knelt down in front of a young girl on the street, with a Reaper standing close behind the latter. Standing close behind the young girl but a bit to the side and watching her intently to be sure she hadn’t been sent to kill Garin’s daughter and that, if she had, she wouldn’t be able to succeed.

	A likely tactic of cowards and psychopaths—sending a child. A tactic that had a chance at working, if a child had gotten her to stop and speak. He wouldn’t have thought it would.

	It was another thing learned.

	It wouldn’t be possible for him to move to the other side to read Garin’s daughter’s lips without drawing attention due to everyone near being stopped to watch her, so he positioned himself right in the path she would need to take to return to the House. He believed it safe to assume she would do just that when finished with the child, due to the hour. He moved close enough that he could only just make out what she was saying, catching her mid-sentence.

	“—remember something for me?”

	The young girl nodded her head.

	“One living thing cannot own another, only coexist. The choices we make impact those we care for, and we should all pay mind to what we choose to do.” There was a brief pause. “Do you understand?”

	The young girl couldn’t possibly understand such a statement. He knew as much, and the tone of her voice when asking the question was only just clear enough to say she knew the girl couldn’t as well.

	He watched the young girl latch onto her, the Reaper behind clearly wanting to pull them apart. She did stiffen at the contact, but he could tell in the way she was holding herself that she wasn’t afraid. Surprise or disliking physical contact. He surely could’ve told which, had he not been at her back. After he’d worked that out as well as he could, he wondered why she would’ve said what she had, for what reason and how it had even come about. The contact ended and the young girl ran off. Perhaps if he had some context. . . .
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