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CHAPTER 01
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She was late. 

No matter how quickly Katharos threw clothes into the shoulder bag, and tossed hopefully matching shoes after them, she knew the jet would be forced to wait for her on the tarmac again. The door chimed and she finally allowed herself to curse, sealing the bag and dashing across the living area, so much larger than her former rooms. Skirting the lavish in-ground pool and its entertainment area, she slipped past Zorig coming through the door. 

“My lady—“

“Can’t,” she called back to him as she sprinted down the hall. “I’m late already!”

The head butler’s protests faded as she took the wide marble stairs two at a time, cursing the architect who decreed any steps in this part of the house should be shallow and wide. Abandoning the civilized for the expedient, she seated the strap of the bag more firmly on her shoulder and jumped astride the banister, letting gravity pull her swiftly down to the ground floor without the risk of breaking her ankle.

Her neck was always part of the equation, though.

Glancing over her shoulder, she gauged the distance to the alabaster figurine gracing the newel post at the bottom, and dismounted to land with only a slight wobble on the bottom step.

A slow clap from the receiving area startled her, but Katharos covered it well. Ever since her father elevated her to the position of his emissary six months past, she had learned to walk in diplomatic and business circles alike. The name of Amyntor Thyatira granted her access to the most rarefied of levels, where the fate of nations and people were decided, and she had proven herself formidable enough to be accepted there.

Amyntor Thyatira himself walked through the receiving room, flanked by his bodyguards, now under the command of her former second Dmitr Kashen. “Katharoshna, you are as graceful as ever. No wonder the Minister of Travel in Magaden insists you must be the face of their new economic development campaign.”

She brushed imaginary dust off her ankle-length black tunic that many of her weapons. “I can’t help what delusions the man entertains. Anyone who would choose Magaden for investment is either a polar bear or a survivalist.”

“You wound me,” her father said, clapping both hands over his chest where his heart should be. But most people who knew him with any degree of familiarity knew the former weapons dealer and current power broker had very little mercy or compassion for those who crossed him.

And that included family.

The braid of dark brunette hair flopped over her left shoulder as she settled the bag on her hip and kept her hands close to the concealed weapons most readily accessible on her body. While she trusted Dmitr implicitly, she also knew the son of her mentor had a skewed sense of humor that often involved using her reflexes to train the men on Amyntor’s security team.

As if divining the direction her thoughts were trending, her father waved the two men guarding him farther back. “Give me room to bid my daughter farewell. We speak in private.”

The men stepped back just to the other side of the threshold to the receiving area, out of immediate earshot if they kept their voices low. Katharos watched them, noting how they set their feet when they went into alert watchfulness, and thought about the days when she knew most of her problems could be solved with a knife or her bare hands. Not anymore. Ever since her sister’s betrayal and the resumption of open conflict between Trypillia and Eisounta, most of her problems involved teasing the meaning behind words into the open, and devising a response that would not be measured in the body count.

“You are happy?” asked her father abruptly, and she turned her attention back to the current problem confronting her. Amyntor Thyatira didn’t mince words. He held the opinion that diplomacy amongst familiars was a waste of time, and smashing things produced faster results.

Sometimes that philosophy was more of an annoyance than a gift.

“Father, it’s nothing. I’m just—“

He held up a hand, stopping her usual litany of excuses. “No, Katharos. Don’t tell me you’re just tired, or a little down. I see the reports, same as Dmitr, and we see the smile does not reach your eyes. Your lips may speak honeyed words to the men who surround you in the hopes the youngest daughter of Thyatira can be flattered, but they go away uneasy because they see the ice in her gaze will not melt.”

“Dmitr needs to get a hobby,” she muttered, making a mental note to schedule a friendly bout with the security chief the next time she was home. “He acts like a mother hen.”

“Maybe you should take his job, and then you would be happier,” said Amyntor and she reined in her reaction before turning to face him. 

“Can you see Dmitr in a dress and heels, charming a foreign minister over canapés and aperitifs?” Katharos forced a small laugh. “No, I am better at what I do, and this is the place where I’m meant to be.”

“You go to Rostov?” he asked, ignoring her feeble attempt at a joke. 

“Yes. It’s not the best way around the Sea for Eisounta to get to the Arkhe, but if the Oligarch can tempt them with promises of wealth and plunder, he might turn the Vor to his side.”  Katharos sighed. “I’ll work my way south until I reach Old Tbilisi, then fly west to cut off the Oligarch there.”

Her father rested his hands on her upper arms, not to restrain her but in some odd way to give her comfort. “You will stop to see him, yes?”

There wasn’t a need to ask who Amyntor meant. Her brief acquaintance with Siarhei Morozov at a now-destroyed resort had lasted for only days and never gotten farther beyond a whisper in his ear. But he chose to stay behind when they evacuated, and the video evidence of his death hit her hard. She still woke up in the middle of the night with his name on her lips, and more than a few tears escaped before she could force herself back to sleep.

“I should,” she said simply, still not committing herself to the journey. “I should see where he is buried, and perhaps give aid to the refugees that I couldn’t before.”

Amyntor nodded and squeezed her before letting go. “I’m sorry, Katharoshna. You should be happy with him, and planning for your own children. You have been a loyal daughter, unlike your ungrateful sister, and if there is anything you need that our resources can provide, do not hesitate to take it.”

“Thank you.”  Katharos forced a smile, folding her fingers over the tiny disk he had slipped her and stepped back. “I should get going. Feliu is nervous when I’m late. Last time he was leaving the jet with half the armory and four enforcers flanking him to rescue me.”

They both laughed at the memory, even though at the time she had been irritated at the Iberian team leader for his hasty rescue effort. Feliu was the last member of her former security team who guarded her elder sister Luddía from kidnapping or extortion, and he took his position as head of her security very seriously. Dmitr didn’t help; as her former second, he put pressure on Feliu to keep her happy and anticipate every little need or want she might have, before she could even open her mouth to ask for it. 

“Travel well, and give yourself time,” said her father. “Home will be waiting for you when you return.”

There was nothing she could say to that, so Katharos instead gave him the formal half-bow that always pleased him so much, but was also careful not to show him the back of her neck. Amyntor might like familial loyalty, but he hadn’t paid good money to genetically design her just so she could make stupid mistakes. 

The guards came back to flank her father, and Katharos nodded to them, a silent warning that she expected her father in one piece when she returned. If he was not, they had better be dead, because she would make sure they wished it before they eventually died at her hands. To the credit of their intelligence, both paled at the warning, and she was able to turn and leave with a brisk step, assured her family would be protected as much as was humanly possible. 

Or in her case, inhumanly, since every cell of her body had been designed and conditioned to be the best in existence. BET/TA, for short. Or Battle Enhanced Tactical/Type Alpha. Enhanced reflexes, strength and strategic acumen were all part of her genetic code, and there weren’t many of her kind in existence throughout the world, just because of the cost involved.

At least, that was what everyone thought, until she met Siarhei Morozov, and discovered the Oligarch of Eisounta had bred his own BET/TAs, cutting corners with the accelerated healing attributes to save money and keep his growing army in line. 

Katharos broke into a jog as the memories tried to sink their skeletal fingers into her brain again. Siarhei was taller than her, massed forty-five kilos more, and treated her with deference and kindness when she least deserved it. And she needed it as she dealt with the betrayal of the sister she was designed to protect, as Luddía schemed with the sons of the Oligarch of Eisounta to make herself into an Empress to rule the world beside her much older husband. 

Now Luddía was banished to an isolated valley somewhere in the wilderness, and Katharos was the only child of Thyatira left to act on her father’s behalf. Shifting her focus from protecting one person to protecting all of them had been difficult.

Her father’s words about Siarhei echoed in her head, and Katharos sped up her pace. Amyntor didn’t speak of his machinations involving the ill-fated trip to the resort, and she didn’t ask. She didn’t want to ask. Because every time she thought about Siarhei, the last thing she saw was his body, decaying and ravaged by carrion eaters, and his face turned towards the camera so she could see the ruin of his beautiful blue eyes.

Air rushed by her, and Katharos realized with a start that she had left the house entirely and was running at near full speed towards the tiny air strip where the fleet of private jets stayed ready and fueled for the family’s use. The smallest one had been pulled to the side, and its door was open with the mobile steps in place as the idling engines hummed. 

A familiar figure in the doorway sped up her pace even more. Feliu didn’t look exasperated at this distance, but she knew if she slowed down now, the entire ten-hour ride west to Rostov would be unbearable with the snide remarks about age and soft jobs affecting her abilities.

There’s nothing wrong with my skills, she thought grimly as her hand reached for the railing and she used the momentum to vault halfway up the flight and make it inside the jet past Feliu with seconds to spare.

“You’re late again,” he groused as she shoved the shoulder bag into his hands. “Stop in the kitchen for a pastry?”

“Father wished to talk to me before I left,” she said, sliding into the front seat reserved for her without acknowledging the five other people already seated. This sideways facing seat had a bank of controls she could use to monitor the flight, and if necessary, take over from the pilot if he should become incapacitated. All the jets had the same configuration, and all the passengers on board could fly the aircraft if needed. It was a change Dmitr had instituted after his predecessor turned out to be a traitor, and the resulting purge of disloyal staff hit the pilots especially hard.

Feliu stowed the bag within her reach and took the seat across from her. “Anything I should know?”

“Just reassuring himself I’m going where I need to.”  Katharos belted herself in and brought the monitors online. “He encouraged me to stop at the Aspasia, and said...some other things.”

“You should listen to your elders,” came a gruff voice from the back of the jet. “We know more than you do.”

“Nicolai?”

Dmitr’s father pointed his finger at her. “See?  You’ve grown soft. Time was when a student of mine would have noticed everyone in this plane before you sat down. Embarrassed, I am.”

Katharos shook her head, not quite ready to believe that the gruff man with the close-cropped red hair like his son’s and the intense green eyes was sitting there. He stared hard at her, his grizzled eyebrows drawn low over his eyes, and waited for her to react.

“You old son of a bear,” she said, and left it at that as the pilot juiced the engines to a high-pitched whine and the outer door was shut and sealed by a steward. Talking became more difficult, so none of them bothered as the jet turned away from the terminal, heading for the taxiway and then the single paved runway. Katharos busied herself with the monitors, making sure she had all the information that would be available to the pilots, and dumping it to a ground-based server in case of an accident or mishap. 

But the take-off was smooth, even if the pilot did choose for an abrupt ascent, and they reached the high-altitude cruising speed within minutes, long enough for her to seal her turbulent emotions underneath a thick shield and get down to the business ahead of them.

The seat belt sign went out, and she hit the harness release. “Feliu, time to impress Nicolai. What are we looking at when we land?”

The Iberian team leader glanced back at Nicolai and then at the other four men. Katharos didn’t follow his gaze. They were his team, not hers, and she made it a very strict point to never give any hint of disagreeing with how Feliu chose to run things. Her responsibility was not doing anything stupid; his was to make sure if she did, she survived mostly intact.

Dmitr had explained to her succinctly and pointedly that she only rated a mostly intact because of her prior training. Since the implication was that having her team rescue her would mean she’d already committed an impressively stupid mistake, Katharos chose to be insulted by it and had been excruciatingly correct with her team ever since.

“—eastern flank protected by the range of mountains on the southern edge of the Sea,” said Feliu, and Katharos brought herself sharply back to attention. While Luddía had never participated actively in her own protection, it was a point of pride that she did, and that meant listening to the briefing of the security team and including them in on her schedule and decisions.

She hadn’t moved, hadn’t shifted in the luxurious cushioned seat, but Feliu shot her a knowing look and kept talking. “Rostov is in the plains farther north of the outgrowth of the Caucasus. The Vor knows he is Trypillia’s protection once Eisounta gets over the mountains, and he will trade on it, playing one against the other, until he comes out with enough to keep him safe from whoever eventually wins.”

“Which is where Thyatira comes in,” said Katharos with a nod to her security leader. “We’ll talk nice and let him know exactly what the Oligarch has planned. If they need a demonstration of what it would be like to be ruled by Eisounta, then we’ll give them one. And if the Vor is not convinced, I will give him nightmares so he can spend his sleepless nights wondering when he will die, because if he betrays Trypillia in favor of Eisounta, he will do so in a very painful and instructive manner.”

The last was said in a bright and perky tone, as if her sister had taken possession of her for a moment and the subject was a shopping trip through a large and well-equipped local market. One of the team members—a large, Dmitr-sized ethnic Sikh named Gobind—smothered a laugh so it came out as a snort. Feliu scowled at him and Nicolai reached forward from his seat and slapped the large man across the back of the head.

“Not funny,” said her mentor. “When Katharos loses her temper, cities fall and people languish in pain.”

The words conjured up the memory of the Aspasia in ruins from the Trypillian artillery barrage, and the broken bodies of people and their children tossed into a mass grave or buried where they fell. Her smile vanished and she looked away.

“Katharos,” said Nicolai sharply, and she glanced at him out of old habit. “Do not. Your mind cannot go there. I expect the Oligarch to have his spies in the Vor’s court. He lost a grandson to you and he will not forgive or forget, not when you are once again close to his reach.”

“He does not have much more to lose,” she said, her smile faint but full of the bitterness welling up inside of her. “He certainly does not have the coin to pay if I should choose to exact the price of the blood he cost me.”

The silence that greeted her words was equal parts of dismay and grimness. Amyntor Thyatira had waged several blood feuds in his youth, and his youngest daughter was well able to carry on one by herself. Given what they knew of her past, and everything she had proven in the nine months since the disaster at the Aspasia, several small nations would no doubt disappear if Katharos chose to personally hold the Oligarch responsible for the suffering.

Only Feliu seemed unaffected. He shuffled his flimsies and selected several before glancing around, acting as if he were surprised by the quiet.

“Don’t let her get to you,” he said in a conversational tone. “She promised she’ll give us adequate warning before she shifts into a one-woman apocalypse.”

The medic who had replaced Quillaq fussed with his scanner, pretending to be unhappy with an adjustment when Katharos knew very well he was getting a reading on her. The youngster had not been part of the team for very long, and he was still unsure of his ability to handle her unique capabilities. 

He would learn soon enough.

“X,” she said sharply and he froze in a classic guilty response. “Stop that. I’m fine, and I’m not going rogue on you. There is too much at stake for Thyatira and for the rest of the world. The Oligarch must be stopped, but we need allies to do it. If he grows too powerful, then the conflict will spread until no place is safe from his ambition.”

Katharos sighed. “If he finds out where Luddía is held, he will go after her, for no other reason than to regain his reputation after failing at the Aspasia.”

“And if he gets to you, then he won’t need Luddía, because you are the better of the two,” said Nicolai, and there was a murmur of agreement from the others. “Head in the game, Katharos, or we’ll turn the jet around and the Vor of Rostov can swing in the wind of Eisounta’s passing.”

Her lips thinned. “You are getting very comfortable tossing around orders, Nicolai Aleksandrovich. Should I double check the roster on this trip to make sure I haven’t missed something?”

“I came because my son worries like an old woman,” growled her mentor. “He thinks there is a threat to your safety, and he wants me next to you in case you have need of back up. While he trusts these men, he also knows the kind of enemy you attract, and knew your mind would be going places you cannot retreat from until you lay to rest the ghosts still haunting you.”

And there, in a nutshell, was the meat of all her problems. The last time she had been headed for this part of the world, for a supposed vacation on the warm sands beside the Sea, Dmitr had joked about finding a man and having a short affair that would mean nothing when she left. Now his father warned her about ghosts, and she wondered if she would be forced to confront the ones she had left behind, or the ones she created. 

Neither thought appealed to her.

She stayed quiet and let Feliu get on with his briefing, taking due note of the rotation and the location of their rooms. Out of curiosity, she called up the schematics the Vor thoughtfully provided to them, and studied the different elevations to get an idea of secondary escape routes. While Katharos wasn’t opposed to climbing buildings or running across rooftops, she objected to doing so in heels, and made a mental note to keep most of those shoes in the back of her case.

“Any questions?” asked the Iberian team leader, and she tapped her index finger on the top of her console. He glared at her, but she tilted her head, reminding him that she could have very easily used a different finger, and then he would be dealing with the resulting breakdown in discipline at a crucial time.

“Yes, my lady?”

Score one for him.

“Why is my room on the west side of the palace complex?” she asked, rotating the schematic and sending the image to his tablet. “I would think the Vor would want me closer in, where I’m not free to move about without going through multiple checkpoints.”

“It has the best view of the river,” said Feliu, making a face. “And you can watch the sun set every day over the Sea of Azov, knowing it also sets on the greater Sea beyond it.”

The blood drained from her face, leaving her skin chilled and her eyes haunted. A sharp sound from Nicolai and Katharos blinked, sealing that reaction away.

“The son of a bitch,” she said softly, and smiled. It wasn’t a nice smile, and it meant she was already sharpening the knives she would use against the scion of an ancient line. There weren’t many of the old blood still around; most had died during the Troubles, struggling to find a safe place for their people to live and fighting for resources that would keep them from starving. But the Vors of Rostov survived, and as normalcy returned to the world, they thrived. Rostov still stood astride a major river with access to the Middle Sea for most of the year, and the rulers who controlled it charged exorbitant fees for commercial and strategic uses. 

“Katharos,” said Nicolai, and she shook her head.

“Don’t, old bear. I know what I must do, and I know what the Vor attempts to do. He sees a weakness and exploits it, either for more power or money. I will persuade him the cost is too high, and he is safer if he remains a friend to Thyatira and not an enemy.”

Her voice stayed soft and demure, the gentle tone of a lady accustomed to being coddled and spoiled. But the flash of her eyes as she glanced at her mentor told him more than her words. While her natural inclination and training was towards defensive maneuvering, sometimes offense worked quite nicely. If the Vor wished to play for high stakes, then Katharos would exert herself to ensure he lost more than he could afford.

Nicolai settled back in his seat, muttering to himself in a language that very few people alive still remembered. She did, because he used it when he talked with his second during training exercises. She and Dmitr learned it on their off hours, digging up old texts printed on paper and pestering Nicolai’s wife Maria until she helped them with the pronunciation. 

Only if we’re very good, old bear.

She didn’t let her expression change, but instead pulled up more of Feliu’s groundwork, making note of his conclusions from the markets surrounding the palace complex and the pace of economic activity evident from talking to both the small merchants and the great. Rostov had its fingers in many trades, but war would disrupt that, and it would come at a price to the people who depended on the Vor for protection.

At last she blanked the screen and stared at the darkness, her mind going over the information while her senses stretched to find the keystone to the entire affair. Everyone had a price, the Vor most of all, and her worry was that someone high up in the court had already been bought.

“My lady?” 

Feliu kept the address respectful but she caught the nuance behind the title. When her eyes flicked up to meet his dark ones, the Iberian team leader held up a data disk between his index and middle fingers, keeping his hand close to his chest so it would not be visible by the others in the cabin. She tilted her head and he flicked it across the distance separating them, at an impossibly fast speed.

Impossible if one did not have genetically enhanced reflexes. Katharos caught it easily, secreting it beneath the folds of the tunic, and from there went back to her silent communion with the blank computer screen. Inwardly, she counted off the seconds of the standard human attention span; she added another four minutes for safety’s sake and because she knew Feliu demanded high standards from his team, and then she slid the disk into the reader at the bottom of the console and let the computer digest the information on it.

Checking to make sure the sound on her playback was muted, she tapped the sensor pad by the keyboard, and waited while the menu spelled itself out and gave her several choices. Katharos glanced at her team leader and found him ostensibly taking a combat nap, grabbing what rest was available before they found themselves in a situation where sleep would be counted in minutes, not hours. It was a familiar place for her, and she turned back to the screen, giving no sign she noticed Feliu slept with three fingers of his right hand resting on top of his left.

Her fingers made no sound on the sensor pad as she brushed across the surface, moving the selector until she found the second section, the third subsection and the sixth article. The titles were interesting enough, and although she didn’t think the Iberian team leader was overly interested in the state of the pork trade, she also knew he wasn’t above being terribly clever about where he hid information in plain sight.

The breath she’d been unconsciously holding escaped in a soft sigh, but Katharos didn’t care. The words in the indicated article lifted off the page, burning into her brain as she read some anonymous analyst’s opinion of her in the last six months, assessing her level of diplomatic ability and laying out the best way to put her off stride and vulnerable to the Vor’s power. There were suggestions for compromising set ups, and bribes if she proved too stubborn to give in.

By the time she finished the assessment, her breathing had not changed but the fire of her temper burned hotter than it had in quite a few weeks. She scrolled through the rest of the information, reading the tables of wheat tonnage shipped through the Rostov port on the Don to the Sea of Azov and then outward to other places, and the illicit trade in the flesh of refugees from the Barrens in the north to the mineral-rich but labor-poor nations to the south and east.

The cabin was quiet except for a soft snore from somewhere in the back, and the chirp of an older model reader clicking quietly through the pages of a file. She didn’t have to look to know who was using it; Nicolai could hack into most solid state electronics, and mess with the underpinnings of any programs written if he wanted, but for his own use he preferred the older things, the ones so bare bones that they could be opened up and repaired with little more than a fleck of rust and a human hair. He claimed it made him harder to compromise. His son muttered it just made him eccentric.

After checking the readouts from the cockpit and noting the pilot had programmed the jet to fly on a standard route, Katharos settled back in her seat and considered the gist of what Feliu had dug up for her. That the report was not meant for her eyes was a given, unless the Vor was so well-connected that his security and intelligence apparatus could run an operation within an operation. 

She smiled a little to herself. Rostov was wealthy enough to buy what they needed, including influence. The question would be if the Vor wanted to buy hers, or he was more interested in seeing if he could break her.

Pity he would find she didn’t break as easily as they made it sound. Siarhei was her weakness, but he was dead. Luddía would never be her weakness again. That left either of her parents, and they were beyond the reach of anyone ambitious enough to think of using them.

There is always someone who wants to try.

Her smile turned sardonic, and Katharos settled herself into her seat and rested her head against the back. The other disk was still hidden beneath her tunic, and she carefully slid it out and exchanged it for the one Feliu gave her. This one ran at three times the speed of the other, and consisted of coordinates with cryptic notations, and a single map that was gone faster than a blink.

They passed over kilometers of trackless wilderness beneath them as she slid the disk free and once again hid it.  They were heading towards the troubled portion of the world where evidently the Vor had decided to breach his agreement with Thyatira.  And her father had opened the wealth of his weapons’ caches to her, giving her a choice from whatever exotic armament and electronics she fancied to get the Vor back into line.

I wish—

The thought was never finished. Remembering what the first report said about her reminded Katharos she was both vulnerable and weak; everything Dmitr and Amyntor warned her about was becoming true. It had only needed someone ambitious enough to take the chance on it. 

War made desperate men of rulers, and fools of royal advisors. 

A green light flashed on a corner of her console, and Katharos contemplated it for a long moment before she reached under the console and unhooked the headset stowed there. Flipping it on and pairing it with the onboard communications system, she touched a control under the green light.

“This is Thyatira,” she said, and listened to what was coming through the head phones. “You called me. If you aren’t sure how to reach Katharos Thyatira, then I suggest you fire your communications specialist and find one who can figure out how to patch through a call to a jet in the air.”

Another pause, and she decided that her team had been in the dark long enough. She tapped a few times on the sensor pad, and turned up the volume to the communications program so the voice from the ground could be heard plainly in the cabin. 

“—some type of surety you are the person I need to talk with. Identities are easily claimed.”

“Only when the original owners are not properly protective of their names,” said Katharos, internally cataloging the accent and speech pattern against what she recalled of her lessons in world sociocultural ethnography. “The Thyatira name is well known, and what is also known is how much we frown upon those laying claim to any of our power. If you are not certain I am Katharos Thyatira, then I suggest you wait until you can be as certain as you need to be.”

Before he could answer, she terminated the channel and watched the green light showing an open line fade to darkness. Feliu laughed quietly, but put his hand over his mouth to muffle it when she held up a finger. This wasn’t going to be a long interruption; the man on the other end spoke with authority and a hint of desperation, and both of those traits together meant he would not allow her to slip through his fingers.

Or best him in verbal sparring.

The light flashed amber, and began a measured on-off sequence she knew very well. This time she waited another second before accepting the encrypted query, but Katharos left the audio on full. Whoever it was needed something from her, and this wouldn’t be the first or the last time her team would need to keep their ears open and their mouths shut. 

If Feliu had any trouble convincing them, Nicolai would no doubt enjoy giving them nightmares for weeks to come while he explained the basics of life to them. Her only hope was that X would not be one of the offenders; losing a medic so early in a trip usually meant more headaches later when the fighting started in earnest.

The hiss of open air came from the speaker, and she adjusted a couple of the controls to filter it out. Then the man’s voice came on again.

“My apologies, Lady Katharos. My communications people are new to the job, and has not figured out how to create a secure channel.”

“Just so you know, we are monitoring the stream. If this goes open to others at any time, I will be cutting you short. And the next time you talk to me, it will be face to face, and I will explain how to contact someone of my station properly.”

Feliu bit his lip and shook his head at her, but Katharos wasn’t looking for his approval. A part of her desperately wanted to teach someone a lesson the way she used to. If it left the other person permanently maimed, she considered it the bonus of never needing to fret about an attack from that quarter. But in diplomatic circles, injury was never permanent, although the grudges initiated by those actions usually were. 

The man on the other end sighed dramatically. “Lady, it will not happen. I configured this myself, and there is no one else in the room with me.”

She traded a long look with the Iberian team leader and he nodded. Schooling her voice to something low and pleasant, Katharos forced herself to smile so it would show in her words.

“I thank you for your attentiveness. What do you have need from me, that you are calling when I am still so far from the Vor’s hospitality?”

The silence her question engendered was humorous, to say the least. Katharos only wished she could see the man’s face and watch the surprise and then the suspicion cross it. He would be wary from here on out, wondering what she knew, and whether her sources were really that good.

Feliu held up his tablet and she grabbed her own out of the shoulder bag beside her seat, powering it up and then allowing him access to her reader. The information he sent across the short space was interesting to say the least, and confirmed some of the suspicions she’d already entertained.

“You are—“

“Ihar ibn Nairyo,” she said, cutting him off. “Chief of security for the Vor’s compound in Rostov on Don, and former under chief of security for the Tetrarch of Crete.”

She sensed his mind working across the open channel. Ihar ibn Nairyo was not unknown to her. His leave taking from the island kingdom of Crete had been rather spectacular, one of the exits that she might have pulled off in her younger, more ambitious years. The body count had been impressive, several of the Tetrarch’s impressionable daughters swooned, and the spy who sought to undermine the alliance between Crete and what was left of the Greek archipelago died a gruesome but instructive death.

The opinion in the security circles was that Ihar had the potential to make it big, but would probably flame out before he had the opportunity to enjoy the achievement. 

“I am impressed, Lady Katharos,” said Ihar finally. “I did not think the stories of your prowess and instincts were true, but now I see I must revise my opinion of you.”

There was a faint growl from one of the team members, and Feliu made a sharp gesture, cutting it off. If her team could not control their ire at the implied insult better than that, then she would have to resign herself to constantly bailing them out of trouble.

“I’ve always found it more efficient to save my judgments until I’ve actually met the person,” she said, striving to put a bored note in her tone. Inwardly she was clapping her hands in glee. Someone with an ego was always entertaining to out-maneuver, and if this was the Vor’s best, then Katharos had no problem in starting the game. 

“Of course, my lady. But wouldn’t you agree that sometimes such patience can prove the difference between life and miserable existence?”

Her smile didn’t falter. “Of course, Ihar ibn Nairyo. But I do not think you are commandeering a secure channel just so we can debate the merits of our philosophies. Let us try your way first and you can tell me what it is you need, then I can rudely question your competence and we can take up the discussion when I arrive.”

This time it didn’t take Ihar as long to figure out the insult. He laughed, a deep, booming sound that made her think of Dmitr, and took his sweet time in getting himself under control.

“You are priceless, my lady. Very well, I will not couch my request in the inane phrases of your newfound work. I am a simple man who does not like to waste time. Forgive my bluntness, but you are not wanted here and should seriously reconsider your decision to come.”

Now it was Katharos’s turn to blink and be silent as she processed the information. It wasn’t unusual for someone to threaten her or promise dire retributions if she meddled in what they did not consider hers to interfere with. As Ihar said, his bluntness sorted very oddly with the usual phrases of disdain or refusal she’d dealt with in the last six months.

“You are very sure of yourself,” she said finally, aware she needed to say something. “Are you so very sure his grace the Vor is in agreement with your decision to warn me off?”

“The Vor trusts me implicitly. There are actors in Rostov who I cannot contain, and if they get to you on my watch, it will be to the embarrassment of the Vor and his staff. So do not come. I will not be responsible if anything happens to you.”

A warmth spread through her as she listened to his words, and at first Katharos thought it might be the simple glow from the prospect of action once again, the pitting of strategy against cunning, and coming out ahead. But by the time Ihar had finished, the warmth reached her brain and the bubble popped somewhere around the subconscious dominated by her instinct and reflexes, and she realized it wasn’t anticipation but anger.

Anger that someone should think Thyatira incapable of facing a threat, and anger he decided she was too much of a liability to protect. 

“Hear me well, Ihar,” she said, her voice still soft. “I will be arriving at Rostov’s air strip in...nine hours. Do as you must to fulfill your oaths to the Vor, and I will do the same for my family’s interests. That is all.”

Ihar breathed out, not a curse but just an expulsion of air that could very well be frustration at her stubbornness. His opinion didn’t matter to Katharos one bit. If there was danger lurking at the Vor’s court, then she and Feliu’s team would handle it. With the addition of Nicolai, she also had the assurance she would not miss the undercurrents always present at times like these, and the old bear was good enough to see things developing long before she could.

“I meant no offense, Lady Katharos.”

She shrugged, even though he couldn’t see her. “None was taken, Ihar. But I do not run from every hint of trouble, and if the enemies of my family wish to hunt me in the courts of the Vor, then they should also be warned. I do not take prisoners, and my heart is gladdened with the blood of my foes.”

The obvious relish in her tone was a surprise, but from the silence on the other end of the channel, she deduced it was a revelation to Ihar as well. So she waited and let him think, and when he still said nothing, Katharos cut the channel and sat back in her seat.

Once the green light went out, the held breath of every man not Feliu or Nicolai was released as well, and the nervous movement from the team told her more about their uncertainty than any of Ihar’s blunt honesty could do.

“Feliu,” she said, “could you please explain to your team that I will not do anything especially stupid?  If they are willing to put their lives on the line for my sake, they could at least trust I will not foolishly waste any of them.”

Nicolai laughed, a short bark that ended in a cough. “No, you will not. But I have seen many good men flounder keeping up with you. If they are wise, this team will watch you carefully and take their cues from what you do.”

“Well, what I am doing right now is asking for the benefit of your wisdom.”  She caught the old bear by surprise, that much Katharos saw before Nicolai covered it well. “We know the Arkhe has permanent diplomats in the courts of the Vor, and it is to be expected the Oligarch has sent emissaries to woo him away from Trypillia if he can be bought. Who should we not expect, that the chief of security should find it necessary to warn us off?”

He thought about that for a moment, his chin sunk on his chest as he stared through the deck between them to something on the ground far below only he could see. Katharos stayed relaxed in her seat, the only movement the silent tap of her index finger on an empty area of the console. She could pretty much guess the directions in which her mentor’s mind was moving, but she wanted to hear him say it aloud for the benefit of the other members of the team. Knowing how each one worked was important, especially in stressful situations where split second decisions meant life or death. 
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