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Tarthian Empire, planet Kelthia

Negotiator, Luc Saint-Cyr's private vessel

Wintresq 12, 4648 Tradestandard

​"Will you meet with me? I hope you won't leave the planet before I get there." His king's calm tenor voice offered no overt danger. It sounded like a friendly message, but since when did Pietas say he hoped you wouldn't do something? He flat out told you.

The hair raised on the back of Luc Saint-Cyr's neck.

He paused the holographic video and rubbed the tight spot between his eyes. Was he jumping to conclusions? The message might actually mean what it said.

Luc would trust the words if Pietas didn't enshroud everything he said in multiple layers of secrets.

No. This was far too casual. The message must imply something. A warning, or a code Luc lacked the key for.

"Focus. What am I missing?" Luc circled the holograph.

Pietas had been in the midst of tossing back his long platinum hair. Since he only cut it during wartime, its length implied peace. His flirty, you-know-you-love-me smile was in full view, but his king smiled when commanding his panther to devour an enemy too.

All this friendliness stank of some game he was playing. All right. If it was a game, Luc would play it.

It wasn't as if he had a choice.

He activated the holovid again.

The man reached down, off camera. From the motion, he had to be petting that monstrous cat of his. "Can't wait to see you, Cyken." The scene went black.

A tap skipped the holovid back to its final image. Luc zoomed in on his king's face. No wrinkles around the eyes, no lines around the noble mouth. Pietas had been reborn and the age difference showed. Makeup and poorly lit images hid plenty, but only an immortal with a planet-sized ego would think he could shave off that many years and the mortal public wouldn't notice.

Why would Pietas risk exposing their biggest secret?

Every time mortals had discovered that immortals existed, it led to the revelation that their blood resurrected mortal dead. And it cost Ultras their freedom.

Luc paced the length of his ship's observation deck, his mind leaping from one disturbing thought to another. Allowing mortals to glimpse sudden unexplainable youth jeopardized the mission: protect humanity from its own folly. Restore what Ultras had destroyed when they'd been humanity's enemy.

Even if it meant crippling the progress of Ultras by keeping humanity from advanced forms of space travel.

The view of his world with its black seas matched Luc's mood. From here, Miraj City glowed like millions of lampyris birds trapped in a net, subject to the whim of their masters. Once he boarded his king's flagship, Luc would be no freer than those glowing birds, with his net the grace of his king.

"Sir?" the voice of James intruded. His android security chief also managed Luc's transportation. "You wanted to know when we entered the ship's cloaking field. We're in."

Outside it, the flagship was invisible to the planet's security forces. They'd never believe an alien vessel bigger than an imperial planet-killer wasn't hostile.

"Already?" Luc swept a hand through his hair. "You're certain? There's no mistake?"

The android didn't respond at first. "Yes, sir. The hull is visible. We're inside the cloak."

"All right." Luc covered his mouth, fighting a roiling stomach. No chest pain for months, but one minute near Pietas and it was back. Full strength. "I'm on my way."

The corridor to the lift proved far too short. The doors opened immediately. When you hoped for a delay, nothing stood in your way, but need to hurry and every obstacle tossed itself in your path.

Not even the circuitous route to the bridge offered distraction. No delays picking up passengers or crew. Pietas had insisted he come alone.

The doors whooshed open on the red-lit bridge and Luc could think of no excuse to postpone his exit. He took one step out, and the doors snapped shut behind him like a trap.

From the captain's chair, James acknowledged him with a nod. "Five minutes, sir."

A wall of screens afforded Luc an up-close view of his king's gargantuan ship. This beast would ingest Luc's thirty-passenger cruise vessel like a hawk gulping a flitting gnat.

Lights played over the name Le Persequor, meaning both The Persecutor and The Persecuted. Fitting name for a king in exile.

Luc slid into an empty chair.

What did Pietas want? Perhaps his rebirth resulted from some calamity. If a catastrophe had occurred, he might marshal resources. If he needed an ally, who was the first person he'd reach out to?

Cyken.

As Cyken, Luc had commanded his king's armies for untold centuries. He'd won victories and survived tragedies, ever at Pietas's right hand.

Light and shadow. That was them.

If his king needed him, Luc would abandon the financial empire he'd built here. Of course. Whatever Pietas needed, Luc provided, no matter the personal cost.

But this time, he'd hate it. This was his one life of freedom. He owed Pietas nothing during it. The man had promised, and he never went back on his word.

The past seven years shackled to the Thieves' Guild didn't count. It wasn't just Pietas who'd needed help, was it? That loss of freedom had made the Guild stronger. More powerful. That sacrifice was different. Wasn't it?

Luc stood and roamed the bridge, hands behind him.

No matter what Pietas asked of him, Luc had no right to refuse. Not after what he'd done. He wouldn't betray Pietas again.

But why would Pietas require him to leave after the centuries it had taken to build the Saint-Cyr persona? He wouldn't. Besides, he'd given his word. The immortal king might be trickier than a skulk of foxes, but he didn't lie.

This lifetime, this rebirth, this entire life did not belong to Cyken, but to Luc.

No holding back. No interference. No rules. No limits. No expiration date. He had complete freedom to make his own decisions, his way.

Luc stopped dead. Likely as true as the belief that every planet in the Empire was flat. He pressed his fingers against his brow, battling a headache.

No doubt freedom lay beyond his grasp, a lover he desired but could never satisfy. Still, one could hope. No other Sempervian had ever been given a promise like this. He would not discard it. Not without drastic reasons.

Yet the sense of foreboding that had dogged his steps since receiving the holovid nibbled at his calm.

Focus, not dwell. Move forward, not behind. Serve the mission. Serve the king.

The ship's bay doors opened. Luc's stomach knotted. No turning back now.

Less than ten minutes later, he disembarked into Le Persequor's cavernous, echoing hangar bay. The lightless overhead swallowed him in its vastness.

At a tap on his shoulder, he suppressed his natural flinch, the result of centuries of discipline and nuanced control. Luc might feel fear, but he didn't reveal it. He instigated it.

"Welcome aboard, Cyken." Uurah looked as human as Luc, but that android could pick him up under one arm and walk off with him. Uurah gave a stiff bow. "Will you come with me?"

"Lead the way." It wasn't as if he had a choice. The taciturn creature intimidated almost as much as his master.

Luc's stomach hadn't clenched this much eating half-spoiled wartime rations. His inner general had better toughen up. Who knew what he was facing?

Which was half the reason his chest tightened and his stomach turned.

Among the host of Sempervians who'd sworn allegiance to Pietas, even the least hint of favoritism invited scrutiny. With rare exceptions, allies weren't friends. They'd obey General Cyken without question, but they'd take down his Luc persona without a flicker of hesitation. Today, the ship's corridors echoed every footfall. So far, there'd been no one to disappoint—or impress. No people. No witnesses.

Ten to one his king needed a favor and wanted no one else to know.

Either that, or all this friendliness was a ruse, because Pietas planned to kill him.
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Le Persequor - lurk mode (invisible)

Throne room

While Uurah announced him, Luc stood motionless outside the throne room, refusing to pace and give away his anxiety. Pace while secure in his own ship, yes. In public? Where Pietas could see him? Never.

Pietas would not kill him. Ridiculous worry.

Luc had nailed trade with two sources outside the Empire. He'd outbid mining operations and set aside untold number of nav-crystals. Prevented three different non-allied immortals from squatting in claimed territory. Not to mention his dealings with the Thieves' Guild.

But if Pietas needed Luc to leave the Empire, orchestrating a "death" made an easy out. If you were dead, no one expected you to come back and clean up your messes.

Perhaps the master of misdirection simply wanted company. Knowing Pietas, he was bored. Nothing got rid of boredom like scaring the wits out of his general. Well, it got rid of Luc's boredom, anyway. Which left Pietas free to devise some other disaster for him to contend with.

Luc contained his overactive imagination with a reminder to focus.

"Can't wait to see you, Cyken." For the past two days since Luc had heard those words, they'd filled his thoughts like one of those catchy songs he could not cleanse from his mind no matter how much he tried.

His days as a glorified space pirate at Pietas's side, fighting his way across the galaxy, back-to-back with his king, hadn't prepare him for calm acceptance of the inevitable. His headstrong inner general argued with his more rational inner entrepreneur.

Action cures fear.

No, negotiations were lost by rushing.

Do something, even if it's wrong.

No, let the other side play their hand first.

Never give an enemy what he expects.

How about that? One area in which both aspects agreed. But why had he lumped Pietas in with enemies? Perturbing thought.

This would all be over soon no matter which way it went.

The king depended upon Luc's loyalty. Not once in the thousands of years Luc had served him had Pietas called that unswerving devotion into question. Not even when circumstances seemingly put them on opposite sides of a conflict.

Situations changed. Loyalties did not. Not for Luc.

Pietas needed. Luc provided.

Pietas was the light of their people and Luc was his shadow.

That worked for them. Had for thousands of years.

A door cracked open and Uurah beckoned.

No waiting this time, which indicated a favor. But even if true, Luc refused to let down his guard.

Uurah allowed him to enter, then remained at the door.

Like the rest of the ship, the stark white room held no courtiers. Luc's footsteps on the bare floor echoed like the knock of a judge's gavel. The walkway sloped downward toward a dais on which sat a simple wooden throne, its high back upholstered in icy turquoise. That throne and—omitted today—the unmarked silver circlet Pietas wore on state occasions were the sole outward concessions to royalty.

That didn't mean Pietas wouldn't remind you who was in charge.

Sitting sideways, one leg crooked over the throne's arm, Pietas swung his foot like a boy playing. What was he up to?

The man never sat idly on a throne in an empty room. Pomp and circumstance meant nothing to him. Results. Action. Change. Those were what mattered. Which meant this was a farce.

The king wanted something and wasn't going to ask for it outright. So much more fun to manipulate, finagle and redirect. At least, for Pietas.

When had this walkway become so long?

Luc tamped down the anxiety riling his stomach. Whatever the man wanted, he'd reveal it soon. Or, hopefully, hint enough for Luc to guess. He had a life to get back to.

The massive black panther beside the throne watched the king's booted foot swing to and fro until Luc halted a respectful distance away. Then the cat's focus narrowed, and the green-eyed gaze locked full attention onto Luc.

Target acquired.

Luc made a shallow bow.

In private, Pietas would not allow Luc to offer more. "You're my equal," his king would say, making him rise. Yet neither forgot which was the servant.

"Tiklaus, look who's come to see us." Pietas unfolded his lean seven-foot frame, planted both feet on the ground and bent toward the panther. As always, his king wore stark white, the only relief his knee-high black boots and the multiple rings, bracelets and necklaces adorning his person. The man did love to dress for an occasion. "It's Cyken. Our friend." He looked Luc's way.

Friend?

Oh, Pietas wanted something all right. He never invoked the F word unless he did.

Luc allowed himself the deep breath he'd craved and his stomach unknotted.

This display of power was indeed posturing.

Which begged the question, why?

Pietas stroked the panther. "Stay here and be a good kitty while I do people things." He rose and strolled toward Luc with a relaxed engagement, as if he carried within him the seeds of war. More beautiful than any man should be. The smudgy gray on the man's eyelids and dark eyeliner was makeup. For battle, Pietas would paint a black mask over his eyes.

"Welcome back, Cyken. I've missed you." No one missed Pietas and the man knew it.

Not even Luc, his commander-in-chief, comrade in arms, shield brother, oldest friend, and over-him-for-sure-this-time ex-lover.

He mustn't say too much. Wouldn't want Pietas thinking he was eager. Mustn't be curt. That would be rude. And he would not lie to Pietas. The King Who Did Not Lie would find no honor in dissemblance.

"Thank you, my lord." The man had many psychic gifts; fortunately, reading true emotions was not one of them. "Can't say I've missed you, but it's good to know you're well."

"Blunt. Truthful." Pietas walked around behind him. "Reminds me," he said, leaning in next to Luc's ear, "of Phrei."

"Phrei!" He turned. Mindful of where he stood, he resisted the urge to spit out the sour taste that name conjured. "Why would you even talk about her? What did I do to deserve such a dishonor? Have I insulted you? I was never like Phrei."

"No love for your old comrade in arms?"

"For a savage who slaughters for fun? Have a care, my lord." He softened his tone. "I almost killed a mortal for comparing me to that woman." What he'd done at her side was the reason he didn't deserve a family. Or love.

"And you laid out one of us for the same reason once." A look of amusement crossed his face. "Are you chastising me?"

"Should I?" Luc took one step closer. "Are you insulting me?"

"No." The king's face softened. "I've always admired your lack of fear."

"Oh, I fear you, my king, but I know your heart and I trust your honor. If I came after you"— he tapped his chest and then pointed at Pietas —"you'd deserve it."

Pietas set a fist over his heart in a Sempervian salute. "How I've missed having my general insult me." He motioned to the android. "Fetch some triefan."

"At once, my lord." Uurah bowed away.

"Pietas, why mention Phrei? I haven't seen her in thousands of years. I've tried to forget her." If only he could. She'd committed atrocities throughout the galaxy, but it was Luc's actions at her side that dogged his nightmares. No matter how hard he tried, some things could never be redeemed.

"I think we should be reminded of our past mistakes now and then. Don't you?"

Luc had plenty to remember. Not just his sins with Phrei, but what he'd done to his king. In an attempt to destroy Pietas's brutish, bloodthirsty father, he'd betrayed Pietas himself. It was Pietas who'd suffered, and, as a result, now lived in constant pain.

His king had forgiven him, but no matter how much Luc sacrificed, he could never forgive himself. He would never betray Pietas again.

No matter what the cost. Never.

"I told you to remember your past mistakes, but now I see you're dwelling in them. I've forgiven you, my valiant Fire Eyes. You need to forgive yourself."

How could he? Only a monster would do what he had done. The word valiant did not belong with the title Fire Eyes.

Focus. Not dwell. He would voice no disagreement.

"You're right, my lord, so let's put aside my mistakes and talk about yours. You look twenty. A far cry from the forty-something you should look. Why the rebirth? You're a prominent scientist in this lifetime. The Empire knows what you look like. The age difference is—"

"Cyken. Don't worry about it. I'm not."

"But the public—"

"I'm appearing less and less in public these days." He brushed the back of a hand against Luc's arm. "I miss having my shadow at my side. Starting to regret this long lifetime I granted."

"Regret?"

"Oh, don't worry." Pietas seated himself on a corner of the dais. Stretching out his legs, he crossed them at the ankles. "I won't revoke the grant. I promised you an unfettered life and I will see you have it." He patted one beringed hand on the floor. "Come sit."

What a mix of emotion. On the one hand, relief from hearing his freedom was assured. On the other, Pietas wanted Luc close to him.

He took a step back. The room held row upon row of empty chairs. He chose one and dragged it forward.

"Cyken, what are you doing?"

"Sitting." He pushed the chair closer.

"Don't be ridiculous." Pietas patted the floor again. "You know your place."

Yes, he did, and it was not on the floor within easy reach.

"Oh, come now, Cyken." Pietas tossed back his hair. "Sit on my right, where you belong. I'd put you on a throne, but I have only one in this room."

Quite the compliment, but it still put Luc too close. "As you wish, my lord." Seating himself at an angle, he faced the king with plenty of space between them.

Pietas scooted in closer and then slipped one hand across Luc's shoulders.

He stiffened.

"Surprised I'm here?" Pietas slid that hand down Luc's back.

The man's touch had no right to feel this good. Twisting toward him, Luc cleared his throat. "Yes. I worried something happened."

"I'm touched." A playful smile lit Pietas's face. "You worried about me?"

"I worry whenever you do something different."

"Different how?"

"Let's see." Luc ticked items off his fingers. "Send troops over a border. Incite a riot. Invade a planet. Invade some king's daughters. Or his sons... Shall I go on?"

Pietas chuckled. "You worry a lot."

To increase his personal space, Luc adjusted the hang of his jacket. "You're in a good mood."

"Yes, yes." Pietas brushed a dismissive hand through the air. "I haven't triggered a war, if that's what you're fretting about. I'm not sending you out of the Empire, and I'm not planning to feed you to my cat."

"Not planning."

"No," Pietas agreed, with a bemused expression. "Although if there's someone you want to be rid of..." He lifted one brow.

"No, no, quite capable of making people disappear on my own, my lord, but I'll keep a personal dose of panther justice in mind."

"Panther justice!" Laughing, Pietas laid a hand on his chest. "How I've missed your sense of humor. I don't recall the last time I laughed out loud." He looked down, toying with a turquoise ring.

The fat nugget of fractured stone occupied his left forefinger. The silver setting evoked a dragon's open mouth, a gift from Luc hundreds of years ago. Pietas rarely removed it.

Did he cling to their past relationship, or wear it to show Luc he hoped for the future? Either way, Luc could not reconcile being with this man with the desire for freedom. To give birth to one meant the death of the other.

"You know," Pietas twisted the ring, "I think the last time I laughed, I was with you."

"I've missed laughing with you." Luc shut his mouth.

Pietas lifted his head, his eyes alert. "You have?"

He'd stepped into it. Time to redirect. "Remember that time your sister found out her human lover was married, and she pelted him with rotten tomatoes?"

"Doesn't count. That was funny only until she figured out we'd leaked the truth. But now that I think about it, there was no we. Setting her up to find out was your doing."

"Not my fault she's the jealous type." He wagged a finger at Pietas. "But you were quick to inform her lover I was the one who'd told."

"The man asked. But when he attacked you, I kicked his ass, even though it enraged my sister. I have your back. Always." Pietas set a hand on Luc's thigh, gave a pat. "I'm here for you."

Here for him as in backup? Or here, literally, for him? Always the double meanings with this man. With the master of misdirection, even the plainest truth could hide a lie.

"Thank you, my lord, but I need no help. When one asks for help, one owes it."

"Yes, you give help without being asked. You never ask anything for yourself. To be honest, Cyken, that's your worst failing."

Now he was being insulting. Luc leaned back. "Independence is a strength."

"Is never asking for help the definition of independence?" Pietas set one finger against his chin. "I'm not so sure."

The opening door interrupted their conversation.

Carrying a tray, Uurah lingered in the entry until Pietas beckoned to him.

"Your triefan, my lord." The android presented a tray with a mini-decanter of iridescent teal, capped by a silver top engraved with ornate flowers. A pair of thimble-sized glasses matched it; their tiny stems carved with curling silver petals.

Sempervians vied with one another to collect such vessels for triefan, the lifegiving nectar prized among their people. The more elaborate and expensive, the better.

Luc kept his in a brown vial fitted with a medicine dropper. "I've never seen this decanter. Is it new?"

"It's beautiful. Isn't it?" Pietas picked up the container. "Sadly, the treacherous human who gifted it is no longer with us." While the android held the tray, Pietas poured, holding the cap in place as if serving high tea.

"I'm surprised you accepted a gift from someone you considered treacherous."

"Accepted prior to discovering the treachery." The king handed the single-sip serving to Luc. "That's one traitor who won't betray anyone again." Pietas delivered those words without heat.

They stung Luc anyway. "Yet you kept the gift."

Pietas turned the decanter back and forth. "Well, it is rather pretty. The giver insisted I should have it because it matched my eyes." He held the ornate item next to his face. "What do you think?"

"He was right."

"What makes you think it was a he?" Pietas twisted toward the cat. "It appears we have a new king."

"Pardon?" He turned.

The panther had taken the opportunity to claim the warm seat Pietas had vacated. The cat gazed at them from the throne.

"Tiklaus sits on that throne the way you do, one paw hanging over the edge."

"Indeed. Like a king." Pietas lifted his glass toward the cat. "Here's to delicious traitors and panther justice."

The cat licked its chops.

Fighting a tangled mix of fear and apprehension, Luc touched the lip of his glass against his king's and then downed the few drops inside.

Like himself, Pietas made a face and shuddered. Triefan might heal immortals instantly and give their already rampant metabolisms a boost, but the raw nectar tasted like spoiled lemon overpowered by week-old asparagus.

One eye closed, Pietas grimaced. "Ugh. Uurah, no more of that. Flavor it next time."

"Do you have a preference, my lord?"

"Yes." He plunked the tiny glass back on the tray. "Literally anything."

Uurah collected Luc's glass and retreated.

The king leaned on his right hand, facing Luc. "Are you excited?"

He cast about in his mind for clues. Pietas had led their conversation in circles up to this point, and Luc could not imagine where they were headed. "About what?"

"Your— What do you call him? Your apprentice in the Thieves' Guild. No, don't tell me." Pietas rubbed fingers and thumb together, a habit if he was thinking. "Oh, yes, your Deshai. And you're his Sen'dai. Right?" With an eidetic memory, Pietas recalled everything, but he enjoyed being told he'd succeeded.

"Correct."

"Good. By my calculations, the youngest is graduating."

When Ghelerian, a fellow immortal, had to "pass on," Luc had accepted custody of the man's teenaged Deshai. Seven years out of his so-called duty-free life. Once the youngest graduated from the Thieves' Guild Academy, Luc would be free of further responsibility. Supposedly.

"He is. In a few days."

"Excellent." A cold gleam came into the man's eyes. "I have a mission for you."

​
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"A mission." Luc braced one hand on the floor. Reining in his impatience, he counted to three, but abandoned anything further. Why bother counting where Pietas was concerned? No number would relieve that level of frustration. "So, what you're saying is, you need a favor."

"That's right. And it's urgent."

When was anything Pietas ever wanted 'when you get around to it?' What was it this time? Another family to shepherd? A small revolution to lead? Mob riots to mop up? Luc shut up before he blurted something he'd regret.

"I need you to find someone." Motioning for Luc to stay seated, Pietas stood, and then performed a deep bow toward the feline usurper in his seat. "Your Majesty, if I might approach?"

The panther yawned and rested its chin on a forepaw.

Pietas picked up an envelope lying beside the throne and returned to Luc. "Open it."

He accepted the package. "You're sure this time it's not explosive?"

With a glance heavenward, Pietas groaned. "Will you never let me live that down?"

"No." Luc turned over the envelope. Normal. So far.

"It's safe." Pietas motioned to him. "This will be easy."

That was true of nothing Pietas assigned.

"Go on." Reseating himself cross-legged, Pietas faced him. "Open it."

Luc ripped off the end. Inside lay a flatpic of a girl of about ten, with gold-streaked auburn hair. "Fierce intelligence in these eyes." Luc held up the picture. "With such symmetry in her features, I assume she's a Better. Who is she?"

"You'll find a full description and her genetic enhancements in the envelope. She already has a Better's ability to addict. That power doesn't usually surface until puberty. Once mature, she might be useful to us."

Tiklaus leaped off the throne and padded toward him.

Luc scrambled backward and nearly fell off the dais. Heart racing, mouth dry, he kept himself out of reach.

"Cyken." Pietas gave him an odd look. "What is wrong with you?"

"I thought—"

Tiklaus ignored him and wandered over to Pietas.

Luc let out a harsh breath. "Never mind."

When the king patted one thigh, the cat climbed onto his lap like a kitten. Tiklaus did in play what enemies had strived to do for centuries, and knocked Pietas on his back.

"All right, I'll pet you." Pietas tugged at the cat's rounded ears. "Since you asked so nicely." From his position on the floor, he looked over at Luc. "Are you going to stand there?"

It was well and good for Pietas to say that. All he had to do was lie there and be the center of adoration. Everyone paid attention to him. No one looked past him, into the shadows where Luc waited.

No one except Pietas.

Luc returned to the dais and perched on its edge. "Tell me about this girl."

"She was kidnapped a few days ago. On Kelthia."

"I see." Luc did not, but he wouldn't admit that to Pietas.

"I need you to find her."

"Me?" Luc gestured to himself. "You're assigning your general to find a missing child."

With a flip of his hand, Pietas dismissed the question. "Not you personally. You're on Kelthia, which is where she was kidnapped. Sic one of your agencies on her." He tussled with the cat. "Among the hundreds you own, you must have one that finds people."

"I'll task idBot." He stuffed the image back into the envelope. "IdBot sees everything. It even guards the Thieves' Guild."

"Now there's irony. Guarding the Thieves' Guild." Relaxing with the cat draped over him, Pietas scratched the animal's ears. "From what? Thieves?"

Luc folded the envelope in half and slipped it into an inside pocket. "Government."

"Thieves." Pietas smirked. "Locate the girl. Once you tell me where she is, you'll be free. I don't need you to rescue her. All you need to do is inform me."

"I see." Luc still did not. "Find a ten-year-old girl. Tell you where she is. That's it."

"Yes. Then after your Deshai graduates, you can move to Tarth and start that building you've been planning."

"Hmm." This was far too easy. Obviously, he'd missed something. Mentally, Luc walked back through the last bits of conversation. "To clarify, you don't want me to bring her to you. You want me to find her and tell you where she is."

"Asked and answered." Pietas studied him. "Why are you making this so hard? Find her. Tell me. Not difficult. But it is urgent."

"What's so important about her?"

Pietas kissed the panther's nose. "It's not her so much as her parents. If we find her and then take her to them, we'll have more influence with them."

Now they were getting somewhere. "And who are they?"

"My sister told you about the FTA, didn't she?"

"FTA." Acronyms filled his world, but this one? New to him. Why did that earlier dread raise its ugly head again? He'd probably be better off not knowing, but Pietas seemed to be anticipating an answer. "Not a word. What is it?"

"She didn't?" Pietas frowned. "Oh, I thought... Never mind." He tugged the panther's ears. "The FTA is the Forgotten Technologies Arena."

"Forgotten by whom?"

"The ancients. It's secret tech. Forbidden."

"Forbidden." The headache he'd faced for the last hour spiked through his brain. He pressed his temples. Why him? Why now? "Pietas..."

"Oh, will you stop worrying?" The man looked over at him. "No one's going to get sucked into a wormhole this time."

With slow deliberation, Luc drew in a deep breath and let it out. "That's what you said the last time."

"But this time will be different."

This was where Pietas would tell him they'd taken every precaution and they'd checked every detail multiple times.

"I promise it's safe. They've checked every detail. Over and over."

Luc pinched the bridge of his nose.

"What?" Pietas squinted at him. "My sister's taken every precaution."

"Pietas!" He clenched both fists. "What your sister knows about technology could be etched onto a grain of sand and there'd be plenty of room to add mine."

"You're missing the point." Pietas tried to sit up, but the cat was having none of it. He lay back. "My sister isn't doing anything. It's the scientists she's overseeing."

"Like last time. And the time before that." And Pietas had no concern. Why? Because Luc would be the one shepherding the mess afterward. "This is not going to end well."

Pietas snorted. "You can't know what will happen."

"Can't I? How is this endeavor different from the last thirty or more times you've tried reviving ancient tech? And who gets stuck with cleaning up afterward? Convincing the public everything is in control. Herding the media away from the worst incidents." He tapped his chest. "Me. Always me."

Pietas glanced away. "Stop worrying and find the girl. Don't worry about things you can't control."

Luc sputtered a laugh. "You mean things like you?"

Pietas's eyebrows shot up. "Cyken, will you stop worrying? It's fine."

But was it? Much as Luc tried, he could not hold the man's piercing gaze. Ignoring common sense, he asked no more questions. "So..." He steepled his fingers and tapped them against his mouth. "I find the girl, and once my youngest Deshai graduates, I'm free."

"Yes. See? Not that hard. You're going to build that tall building on Tarth, aren't you?"

Two mentions of the building inside a few minutes. What was he getting at? "Why?"

"Because a building that tall would be a perfect place to house a portal base."

The power unit made quantum transportation possible. That much Luc knew. The device enabled placeshifting; instant transfer from one place to another. But only one base was needed per planet, and Pietas and Uurah were the only ones who used them.

"My lord, you already have a portal base on Tarth. Do you mean to put my building on another planet?"

"No, I want it on Tarth."

Conversations with this man were as fruitful as planting ice cream to grow more. "There's already a base on Tarth." Hopefully, he'd kept annoyance out of his tone. "In your sister's palace."

"Yes, I know. I want a second one." Pietas tapped the floor. "Now, ask me why."

Could he not run for the exit instead? But no. The door lay a long way off, back up that unending walkway. And Pietas would only send the cat after him.

Resigned, he shifted to face Pietas. "Why?"

"Because my sister turned her base over to the scientists developing the tech."

He plodded through the explanation as best he could but came up short. "What scientists? What tech?"

Pietas pressed two fingers against his brow. "Cyken, do try to keep up. Do you not listen to anything I say?"

With this twisted morass of explanations? "Sorry, but you've lost me."

"The scientists are the girl's parents." Pietas attempted once more to get up, but Tiklaus declined to move. "Her mother and father are working on portal tech."

So, the royal siblings were at it again, tossing him into the midst of their issues with no thought to his plans or desires. Why did he stay with them? Surely, somewhere in the galaxy, there was a place where an old soldier like himself would be appreciated. No doubt Pietas intended to use something about this situation to control these people.

"So, you want me to find the missing girl because her parents are working on portal technology which is part of the ancient tech you are trying to revive."

"Yes. Tiklaus, move."

The cat lumbered to its feet.

Luc shot off the dais, keeping the cat in sight.

Pietas sat up, beckoning. "Come sit."

Easing back into place, Luc avoided the panther. "You and Uurah are the only ones who portal. If you trusted the rest of us, I could see having two of them. But you don't. And yet you're allowing your sister's base to be experimented on by mortals."

"No, I'm allowing no such thing." Pietas tapped his chest. "My sister is."

"Oh, well that makes a difference, doesn't it?"

Pietas frowned. "I can't tell if that's sarcasm or you agree with me."

Luc leaned a bit closer. "Go with sarcasm."

"You're in a mood. What's wrong?"

What was wrong? Where did he start? No. Might as well scream into a hurricane. Luc gestured for him to forget it.

"Cyken, whether you agree about the bases or not, I need your help to build a new one."

"Let me guess." Luc pushed the fingers of one hand back through his hair. "She gave them access to it without your permission."

"Right. And now she says they're unfocused. She needs my help."

That came close to being an oxymoron. Pietas's sister needing help. "I hadn't noticed the sun going dark."

Pietas gave him a bewildered look. "Meaning?"

"Let's see if you can keep up, shall we?" Luc clasped his hands. "Your sister. Dessy. Empress in the human realm. The woman who is subject to you on this ship and also while in our kingdom, but who rules supreme among mortals in the Tarthian Empire."

"Keep going." Pietas crossed his arms. "Do amuse yourself at my expense."

"Am I right so far, my lord? Your twin, the only person in the known universe as stubborn as you, says she needs her brother's help. For anything."

"How entertaining you are." Pietas leveled a sarcastic look in Luc's direction. "My sister complained to everyone within hearing. Being her devoted brother, naturally I saw that as an opportunity to help. I never said she asked for help. I said she needed it."

"Naturally. And here I thought you couldn't lie. Devoted, are you?"

Pietas had the unexpected grace to blush. "It's no lie that I'm devoted to my sister. And it's won't lie, not can't. One lies if one fears the consequences. I fear nothing."

Tiklaus sniffed in Luc's direction.

Luc eased back but managed not to make a fool of himself this time. "He's a beautiful animal, Pietas."

"Tiklaus is a created being with no gender. You know that."

"Pardon. It's beautiful. You remind me every time I slip. Considering the tribe was created to eat our kind, I feel fortunate to be this close and yet be in one piece."

"Same here." Pietas petted the cat. "And fortunate their loyalty goes to those they find honorable."

Which explained why the immortal cat offered Pietas such sheer devotion.

When Luc sat, Tiklaus rolled over and nudged the back of its head against Luc's hand.

He yanked it back and stood.

"No, no. You've been given a gift." Pietas made stroking motions to Luc.

In the thousands of years he'd been near this animal, Tiklaus had allowed such contact only a handful of times. In the cat's presence, you didn't touch the king unless Pietas initiated it and you didn't touch the cat ever.

With slow movements, Luc set his hand on the animal's flank and slid it down the silken coat. A blue-black sheen topped the dark fur, with a deeper rosette pattern beneath.

With an abrupt lurch, the cat got to its feet.

Luc tripped over chairs backing away and only just kept himself upright. He might as well lie down and let the panther eat him. He was no good at getting away. So much for dignity.

"Cyken, would you relax?" Pietas motioned for him to come closer.

He stayed where he was.

"I promise. Tik won't hurt you."

The animal gave a few licks of a forepaw and then one lick of the king's cheek.

"Thank you for the bath." Pietas wiped his face and the cat licked him again. "Stop that, you great oaf." He grabbed the cat and set his nose against the animal's. "Off with you. I'm working. And besides, you're scaring Cyken."

Tiklaus lazily blinked at Luc, then at Pietas.

Luc couldn't put into words why, but he had the impression the cat was speaking. Panther and king shared a bond deeper than telepathy. Pietas could hear it mindspeak. Supposedly, the animal understood spoken words.

"Yes, yes," Pietas told the panther. "I will do the thing. I swear it."

The cat flicked its ears.

"That too." Pietas murmured, lowering his head to the cat's. "Play, chase, tickle. After Cyken leaves."

The cat bounded off the dais.

Luc stumbled, putting chairs between himself and the animal.

Tiklaus slowed, gave one last sniff toward Luc, and then padded up the aisle toward Uurah. It and the android exited.

When the door closed, Luc released a held breath. His head swam, heart rate slowing with relief, but he put his guard back up. He was near Pietas.

The man stood, brushing himself off. "Why do I wear white around that cat?"

"How many times have you said that?"

Pietas dusted off his hands. "I swear, Tik delights in putting its scent on me."

"I thought the panthers were designed like we were, without body odor."

"It's microscopic. None of us can detect it. Even trained dogs pass it by. Only the tribe discerns it."

Luc lifted the hand he'd used to touch the animal, turned it back and forth, then brought it to his nose. Nothing. "Does that mean Tiklaus marked me?"

"Tiklaus considers you tribe."

"Tribe?"

"Family, Cyken. Like me."

He lifted one eyebrow. "I'm a kitty?"

"Tik and I are kings of our own tribe. Tiklaus treats me like an equal, but the other panthers treat me like their pet. The most important thing is none of them will eat a tribe member. Tribe is protected. To them, family is everything. Worth any sacrifice."

"They won't eat me?" The air got easier to breathe. "You're certain?"

"Like I said." Pietas spread his hands. "A gift."

If the cat had marked him earlier, that would have prevented the anxiety he— "Wait, wait, wait. They mark us by touch?"

"Yes."

"That panther has butted its head against me more than once. So have a few others."

"And?"

Luc throttled back the ire rising in his throat. "Pietas. Did you know they considered me tribe?"

Clearing his throat, the king adjusted a bracelet. "I'll portal you out. Where do you want to go?"

Pietas never used profanity and disapproved when others did, so Luc swore in vehement silence. He brushed off his clothes. "No need. I brought my ship."

"Uurah sent it back after you disembarked. I'll escort you. Once I leave, find the girl as soon as possible and then contact me. Highest priority."

"As you wish." No point in arguing. "You know, you should have told me about that marking thing a long time ago."

"And miss seeing you sweat? Nothing rattles you but that cat."

Or his king, but Luc refused to admit that.

"Truth is, Tik wearied of your fear and insisted I tell you. In fact"— he coughed politely —"all the panthers like you. You have another quality they find admirable. One I admire also."

"Which is?"

Pietas's mouth softened into a true smile. "Loyalty."

Good to be recognized, even if late. "Thank you, my lord. Must be burdensome, having to tell the truth."

"Not have to." Pietas lifted his chin, looking down at him. "Insist upon." He gestured to his bracelet. "Where to, Cyken? Home?"

"All four of my older Deshai are arriving today for Nikko's graduation. We might be seen. Please don't portal into the house until after they leave. My Guild office would be better."

"Uurah programmed the Guild." Pietas looked down at his portal bracelet, similar in size to the debit bracelet Luc used for commerce. "He predicted you'd choose it."

"My lord, why have me bring a ship when you were planning to portal me back anyway?"

"What?" Pietas looked back up. "When I have a chance to unsettle my imperturbable commander-in-chief? Not likely." The man looped an arm through Luc's. "Ready?"

Before he could respond, Luc found himself in his Guild office on Kelthia, the warm room cozy with low lighting and dark furniture.

He put distance between himself and his king. "Thank you for the lift."

"This looks like my sister's library. You two always have printed books lying about."

"We do, don't we?" Hundreds of volumes lined the walls of his office. One thing humanity had never tired of creating. Even when books could be implanted in the brain, humanity enjoyed the texture and smell of a book. "'Books represent knowledge and knowledge represents power,' according to a wise king I know."

Pietas set a fist over his heart. He turned in a circle. "Such low ceilings. Too dark and cramped for my tastes. With your rank, you should have been given a bigger office with a window. I avoid small spaces."

Which was why Luc had asked for this one. Since he'd retired, he'd seen the inside of it two or three times a year, if that.

"Cyken, find the girl and contact me. It's urgent. Her parents are dangerous, and they're too intelligent for their own good. Too volatile to ignore." Pietas poised a hand over his portal bracelet. "I need you to find the girl. I must control what they can and can't do. I don't trust them."

"Yes, my lord. I'll do my best."

"I know you will. That's why I'm depending on you." With a touch, Pietas disappeared.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Finished

[image: ]




These immortals manipulate humans and direct their lives as if humanity exists solely for their use. They treat humanity as if ruling were a game.

They have seized our inventions and controlled powers they have no right to own.

These puppet masters don't know it yet, but their dominance is over. We will rupture their hold and squelch their power. They will not prevail.

My people will see to that.
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Kelthia, Miraj City, Central City District

Thieves' Guild Academy

Luc wasted no time beginning the hunt.

Opening his mobile, he signaled his android, James. "Are you planetside?"

"I am, sir. Uurah directed me to pick you up at the Guild. I'm two minutes away."

"Good. Please meet me at the front." He put the mobile on handsfree and dropped it into a pocket. "Call idBot." By the time he'd passed through the colossal wooden doors of the Great Hall, he had an answering hum.

"Yes, Mr. Saint-Cyr?" an unfamiliar voice answered. Female, confident.

"Hold a minute, please."

Outside the Guild, his vehicle glided up. Top of the line, customized for him, and hailing from the prestigious Lychord Bahon hover company, the hoversine rode six in comfort and could sleep three. Not that he'd ever used the comfortable pop-up bed for actual sleeping. He kept one of these vehicles on every planet in the Empire. He even had two on Tarth, in different sizes. One with a bed like this one, and one without.

His android driver popped out and ran around the vehicle. James had changed from his red-and-black pilot's uniform to his black-and-white chauffeur's livery.

When Luc approached, James opened the rear door. "Welcome back, sir."

"Thank you. Home, please." He slid inside, the door shut, and he closed his eyes. The plush tawther-coated seating cocooned him in comfort. Interior shields protected him. Combined with the passive restraint system built into the seat itself, there were few safer places on the planet. An ironic thought, considering that with rare exceptions, no matter how he died, he'd be reborn scar-free.

"Sir?"

He'd forgotten his idBot liaison. "With whom am I speaking?"

"This is Shohn, sir. As of a few days ago, your permanent liaison."

"Permanent." Luc scoffed. "That remains to be seen."

"Oh, you won't fire me."

His attention shifted from the changing scenery outside to the call. "What did you say?"

"That you won't fire me."

What audacity. "Indeed? Put yourself on holophone. I want to see the person cocky enough to say that."

The holopresence of a seated woman looked as solid as the real thing. IdBot scrimped on nothing.

The woman had dark hair, golden-hued skin. Athletic. The green and black-trimmed uniform of an idBot Guard. Catlike ears perched atop her head and she had the slit pupils of a cat but in a human face.

He should have suspected she was a Kin, by the level of sass.

"How are you, Mr. Saint-Cyr?" She wore a blue bead of a Lexius clan warrior in her hair. It hung in a single braid on her left, designating the highest privilege among her people, but beneath it hung beads in the colors of the sixteen clans.

What was that Kin insult? You don't have the beads to fight me. Apparently, this one thought she did.

"I see you're a Kin."

"I'm a Kin?" She reached up, felt one pointed ear. "I think you're right." She gave the ear a swipe, like a cat grooming itself. "And you're human." She crossed her legs.

"According to my DNA." He steepled his fingers. "Whoever assigned you to me either wants to get rid of you, or they think the fact I speak Felis will make a difference."

"Dok cho," she said, in the slow, breathy tone of the language. "Sten til du?"

"Seeyoo, skah," he responded. "Yl tu?"

"Any schoolchild knows 'Fine, thanks, and you?' but you said it without much accent. Well done. I've been told you're a warrior among your people and hold great honor despite a lamentable lack of beads to prove it." She angled one ear and then extended a single claw. Toying with that long braid, she regarded him. "Your curls are lengthy enough to hold two or three, if you had beading skills."

"Skah." He inclined his head. "Nahtay shah cohahkka nokk."

"You're welcome. And you're right. Life speaks louder than beads." She tossed back her braid and scooted forward. "My people say that to face an enemy, you must sharpen three things; your wits, your blade, and your fangs. I hear you fired the last ten people who worked for you. You'll keep me."

"Is that supposed to intimidate me?"

She settled back into her seat. "I doubt the man who owns half the citizens in the Empire can be intimidated."

"I own things. Not people."

"Forgive my poor choice of words. You are the power half the Empire bows to."

He would not argue that. It had taken multiple lifetimes to set up.

"Sir, you'll keep me because the others didn't get results. They were trofee. Beadless. Useless. Results are my specialty."

"That remains to be seen. Say your first name again, Ms. Lexius."

"Shohn. Like the stars at night. You not only know my clan, but unlike most humans, you pronounce Lexius as lex-eye-us, as it should be. Do you comprehend what my beads mean?" She tugged on the long dangle of braid.

"You're unmarried, a warrior, and earned the right to wear your status multiple times. On your homeworld, you'd be royalty, but instead, you wear the colors of all clans, marking you as a rebel who fights for equal rights."

She raised her ears. "I am impressed. For someone wearing solid black contacts, you have excellent vision and you know our customs. You might be worthy of my service."

"And you might be worthy of keeping purely for your sense of humor." Not to mention her confident impudence, though he'd never admit that to her.

"How can I help you, sir?"

"I need to find a child who was kidnapped a few days ago. No ransom demand yet." He couldn't hand the flatpic to a holopresence. He slid it out and held it up for her.

"Name, age? Other details?"

He scanned the code on the data sheet and sent it.

Something off-screen buzzed. Shohn picked up a device and poked it with a claw. "This shouldn't take long."

"Good. Get back to—"

"Got her." Shohn looked up.

"—me— What? The data sheet says police have no trace."

"IdBot sees everything, sir. You should know how ingrained we are. You created the company to tie into every security system and cambot." She gave a predatory feline smile, full of fangs. "Do you want her location?"

Could it be this easy? Surely not. Nothing he did for Pietas ever went this smoothly. "Planet?"

"On this planet."

"You're on Kelthia?

"I go where you go. Kin don't get jumpsick and I enjoy travel."

"At my expense, no doubt."

"I'm salaried. You created idBot to gather information and get immediate results, but if you prefer a time delay through the NETway system, I could get—"

"Ms. Lexius." Luc tugged at a shirt cuff. "You've bought yourself a few more days of travel and employment. Let's move on."

Sliding her ears outward in respect, she gave a small bow. "As you wish."

"I'm surprised the girl is here and wasn't shipped off-world."

"She's close." She put down the device. "In fact, you left her moments ago."

"I couldn't have." The vehicle's windows automatically darkened as Luc's side of the cabin faced the sun. "I don't know where she is."

"She's back at the Thieves' Guild Academy, in a dorm. This says McCabe floor D-twelve, which I hope makes sense to you."

"I know the numbering system." Luc darkened the windows a bit more. "But even idBot can't tell what's going on inside the Guild."

"Sir, idBot monitors every door, including internal ones. I didn't have to find her because the system already knew where she was. I know how to manipulate the system."

This was skin-prickling news. "You mean idBot can be so precise as to locate someone in a single room? Inside the Thieves' Guild?" An ancient organization that prided itself on its layers of secrets?

"Sir, idBot has become far more than a simple lock and message system. Your company's initial creation has morphed into a system that knows everything about its surroundings. It's not a terminal with a blinking eye. It's a living, breathing system that functions like a bodyguard as well as an assistant. The data you gave me included the girl's DNA, which idBot registers each time a door is accessed."

He'd counted it a coup getting his security system into the Guild ahead of WeDefend. He'd had no inkling it would be this invasive. Unsure whether to congratulate himself or go fire idBot, he sat back.

He considered what he knew. "Why is she at the Academy? This girl is no orphan."

"According to Guild records, she was offered for adoption three days ago. The Guild chose her within seconds of the offer going live. Since she's a Better, that's to be expected. These notes say her parents are dead."

"Dead." Pietas had said the opposite. "Since when?"

"It says a public transport accident three months ago. No additional family."

His king would not lie even to save his own skin. "You have access to police records?"

Her ears laid back. "IdBot sees everything."

"I never worried about that until today."

"Sir?"

He hadn't meant to say that aloud. "Nothing. Public record of her parents' deaths?"

She poked at keys. Studied it, poked more. "This is odd."

Like his life. "Oh?"

"I can tell there was a police report but it's been redacted. Looks like her parents work for something with the initials FTA." She set down the device, sweeping her ears forward and up. "There's an imperial block on the rest, placed by the Praetorian Guard. Need-to-know only."

Classic Pietas. Ask him to help and then block any details he might need to do so. "FTA, you said."

After a recheck, she set down the device. "Yes. From the blocks on this file, I'd say it's some kind of hush-hush government agency."

"The girl's parents work for the Empress."

"Doing what? Not even idBot can get past this level of encryption. Who is this girl?"

Dessy's contrivances.

Pietas's fingerprints.

Those two items showed up every time Luc got in over his head. That calculating brother and sister stirred up trouble and then yanked him right into the middle of it. But did they help him? No. He had to flounder his way out while cleaning up their messes.

Fine. If Pietas wanted her found and left it up to Luc to do it, he'd do it without asking permission for every step.

"The girl is not as important to the crown as her parents are. The FTA is the Forgotten Technologies Arena. It's the Arena's job to study lost tech and determine its usefulness."

One ear laid back. "Lost tech?"

Would the truth remove a barrier? Provide intel? Hard to tell. Yet.

"At this time, I'm not at liberty to discuss. Suffice it to say they work on currently unusable tech. Things that might have been commonplace in another era."

"What era?"

Luc bit the inside of his cheek. "Ancient. In most cases, forbidden."

"Ohhh..." She sat back. "That kind of tech. I've heard horror stories about ancient tech."

"Such as?"

"People who turn on machines and get sucked into a wormhole or fried by whatever weapon it used to be. I want no part in that. Sir, you've walked into a real kreynid nesin."

"Not a term I recognize."

"Felis for a hornet's nest."

Despite the situation, he chuckled. "Sounds right. Good job, Ms. Lexius. I'll take it from here." He touched the tips of his fingers to his chin and then extended both hands toward her in a Kin thank you. "If you're always this efficient, I might keep you. Thank you. You're dismissed."

"I'm here if you need me, sir." The idBot symbol of a floating eye spun in the air and winked out.

He was not contacting Pietas with this news until he'd verified it with his own eyes.

Luc opened the privacy screen. "James, turn us around. We're going back to the Guild."

​​
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Thieves' Guild Academy

After passing through the echoing, stories-high entryway of the Guild's Academy, Luc approached the desk of the Headmistress's assistant. "I need to see her. Now."

"If you'd like to wait in her office, sir, I'll get her for you." The young woman rose. "Follow me, please."

In the hall, a teenaged student stepped in front of Luc. The boy took one look at him and flattened himself against the wall, head down. It was the usual reaction when people first saw his black eyes, so why did it bother him?

"Success, Deshai," Luc murmured, using the ritual greeting.

The young man's head came up. "S-s-sir?" He gulped. "I mean, and to you, Sen'dai."

Once Luc passed, the student's relieved sigh came to him, and Luc paused and turned back.

The boy looked up, eyes widening in a pale face. He backed away, then turned and fled.

Luc snorted. "Am I that scary?"

The secretary held open the door, offering him a flirtatious glance. "Not to me."

Now that was more like it. "Thank you."

She gave a bow. "I'll fetch her, sir."

Once Luc entered, she closed the door behind her.

No windows. Too busy. Too many colors. Too many trinkets on too many shelves. Though the room was six times the size of his own windowless Guild office, Luc twitched.

He reopened the door and blocked it, letting in the natural light from the glass-fronted entryway beyond and fresher air. Having a ready exit soothed his already-jangled nerves.

Turning his back on the room, he paused before a wall of portraits displaying former Grand Masters of the Guild posing with the top students from each graduating class. On the far right hung several of himself in his previous life as Grand Master Neene St. Thomas, sporting a full beard and long tangled braids.

No one saw the sophisticated, fashionable Saint-Cyr and equated him with the scruffy St. Thomas. Back then, he'd favored casual, well-worn clothing and a wisecracking attitude. St. Thomas's brown, human-eye lenses were quite unlike the solid black ones concealing Luc's eyes today.

As Luc, he'd come back to the same place in his new life, knowing he'd face people he'd known in his prior life, but would have to pretend not to know. The same gnawing anxiety he'd experienced then resurfaced. Luc pressed a fist against his stomach. He'd pulled off the impossible and succeeded.

If he hadn't, if he'd failed his mission, the consequences... No, best not to think about the past. Focus, not dwell. Let that die and stay dead.

The pair of teenagers posing with him in one picture had graduated with identical scores and top honors. They must be pushing seventy now. When Luc had come back in his new life as Saint-Cyr, he'd run into Flea and Gnat. They'd taken one look at him, and in that peculiar visual shorthand they'd always had with each other, acknowledged their mutual recognition of him as St. Thomas. Luc could see it in their eyes. But they'd shaken Luc's hand and acted as if they'd never met him.

All his life as Saint-Cyr they'd been there for him, and he'd been there for them, dear friends he saw far less often than he'd like. Never once had either Flea or Gnat asked for an explanation.

Where were they these days? Busy as he was, no doubt, but if you were too busy for friends you were far too busy. They had to get together.

Hearing a thump, Luc turned.

Chest heaving, a toddler garbed in the dark gray of the Academy had flattened himself against the wall as if escaping a monster.

The boy looked up at Luc and went breathlessly still.

Children shunned Luc. At six feet five Tradestandard, he was big, built like a warrior, and his black eyes gave them nowhere to focus, making him as unreadable as a snake. Not that he disliked children, but the less involved he was, the better. He made no attempt at friendliness and children got the message.

This little one, however, looked right into his eyes without a single flinch. "Hello." The boy took two steps toward him and cocked his head. "Are you a Sen'dai?"

Luc turned, but no one stood behind him. Had he missed something? He gestured to himself.

The boy stood there, head back, gazing up at him, waiting.

Why did it feel as if Luc were the student? "Yes. I'm a Sen'dai. And who are you?"

"I'm a Deshai."

"I see." He didn't. "What are you doing in here? Shouldn't you be in class?"

At the sound of heels clicking on tile in the hallway, the child trembled, hands flying to his mouth, eyes filling with tears.

This must be the monster.

What was Luc thinking, getting involved like this? But he motioned to the boy, directing him to hide behind the door.

The child dashed behind it and squatted, making himself smaller.

Luc clasped his hands behind him and lifted his head. When a woman in the black robes of a teacher stepped through the doorway, he regarded her like an intruder.

"Oh, Mr. Saint-Cyr." She took a half step back. "I didn't— I'm sorry to intrude. Did a child come in here?"

He measured near his knees. "About this tall?"

Behind the door, big blue eyes grew round, spilling tears. The lower lip trembled.

"That's him. Where is he?"

Unlike Pietas, Luc had no quarrel with lying. He pointed. "I saw him run past the door, heading toward the front."

"Thank you."

After she left, Luc motioned to the boy. "It's safe to come out now. She's gone."

Sticking one finger into his mouth, the boy crept forward, peeked around the door, and burst into tears.

Even Luc, whose experience with children could be recorded on his palm, could tell his cry reflected genuine relief. The boy had been terrified.

Monster chasing him, indeed. What had that woman done?

The little one ran, but instead of heading for the door, he made a beeline for Luc and threw both arms around one of his legs, sobbing.

Luc stiffened.

Children didn't run to him. They fled.

Imperturbable, Pietas had called him. Seeing him now, his king would guffaw. What did it matter what Pietas thought anyway? Could he not excise that man from his thoughts for a single day?

How did one coax a child to cease crying? Luc bent at the knees only enough to pat the boy on the head. "There, there."

The child cried harder.

What if the headmistress showed up and found him with a sobbing child? What would she think? Worse, would she accuse him of some misdeed?

Her office held no toys or amusements. This room was for business, a showcase for prospective clients, not children.

"Stop crying, little boy." He tacked on, "Please."

Wailing harder, the boy looked up at him, blue eyes red-rimmed.

Heart in his throat, Luc took stock.

A terrified child. Him.

That ratio was supposed to work only one way.

He showed up. Children ran.

Why didn't this one?

An adult with issues, Luc could handle. That was territory he knew. When one lived with Pietas, one became an expert at adults with issues, as a matter of necessity.

Training, both military and in commerce had taught him three steps.

Identify the problem.

Acknowledge the problem.

Solve the problem.

He knew the problem, so he must acknowledge and solve it. First order of business was not to stand there like a dolt, but instead treat this child with respect.

Like a tiny Pietas.

Luc went down on one knee. "You're afraid," he acknowledged. "It's okay." He brushed the mass of curly hair away from the boy's tear-soaked face. "I won't let anyone hurt you."

Hiccupping, the boy reached up to him.

What was Luc supposed to do? He couldn't pick the boy up.

But this little one looked at him with such plaintive eyes. How could he ignore the unspoken plea?

He bent closer, braced an arm beneath the boy, and then stood. It took no strength to support him. Half the tot's weight must be that mop of ringlets.

Luc sat on the edge of a chair and seated the child on his knee.

The boy curled up against him, clutching Luc's jacket in tight fists. Tears soaked one lapel.

After withdrawing a handkerchief, he began wiping off the liquid.

The boy lifted his face and cried harder.

What was Luc doing? He'd paid a fortune for this jacket but it was already ruined. What was the point? Besides, the value of a suit compared to offering comfort to this frightened boy made the loss miniscule.

Comfort. What was he thinking, offering comfort to a child? He should not be here. The door was open. Anyone could happen by. But how could he turn the child away?

Short answer. He couldn't.

When the lad could take a breath without shaking, Luc brushed back the boy's matted hair. How long since anyone had combed these ringlets? Placing a hand beneath the child's chin, he tilted up the round face.

Bright, cornflower blue eyes held the unmistakable slashed pupils of a Kin, but he had human ears. Hybrid, then. Human and Kin, dubbed a HalfKin by the media. Likely one of the first, as the planet had been discovered only three years earlier.

"What's your name?"

"Senthys Antonello." The name was bigger than he was. He wiped his nose on the back of a sleeve.

"Here." Luc handed him the handkerchief.

Senthys dragged it over his wet nose and eyes, smearing the mess across his face. He offered the handkerchief back.

Gingerly, Luc accepted it, folded the wet side in and used the other to wipe the child's face. How did parents and caretakers manage such unsanitary duties on a daily basis?

He dangled the damp cloth by a corner. "I think you should keep this."

"Thank you." The boy stuffed it into a pocket. Winding his curls around a finger, he leaned against Luc's chest, looking up at him. "You have hair like me." Senthys pulled out a long strand. "See?"

"Hmm." Indeed, the boy had curls like his, but there, the resemblance stopped. "I think your hair is lighter." By dozens of shades compared to his ebony. "And longer." He seated himself more fully in the chair, adjusting the boy on his lap.

Pietas would never believe any of this. Neither would his friends. Nor anyone who knew him by any name in any empire.

The boy twisted around. Assuming he wanted down, Luc moved back, but the child knelt between Luc's thighs.

Scooting back, Luc took the boy's hands to steady him. "What are you doing?"

Senthys planted one foot on the seat.

"Careful!" Shifting even further back, he gripped the boy's waist.

"I wanna see your eyes." Senthys stood and leaned in closer, examining first one, then the other. "Wow! They're weird."

"Are they?" His true eyes were the stuff of childhood nightmares. Since Luc had no trouble seeing, his lenses hadn't slipped or been damaged. The weirdness likely referred to their blackness. "I'm sure you think so. Do you know colors?"

"Uh huh."

"What color are my eyes?"

With a clawless, human fingertip, he poked Luc's cheek. "Same as this."

"You mean my skin?"

"Skin," he repeated, patting Luc's cheeks and then his own. "Real Kin have furskin. I don't. I'm not a real Kin. I'm HalfKin."

"I see." He reseated the boy on his lap. "Can you tell me what color they are?"

"Uh huh." Senthys swung one foot, making Luc think of Pietas. "Pink."

Chuckling, Luc tidied the boy's shirt. "Black."

"I get pink mixed up." He gave a huge yawn. "When are you taking me home?"

"Home?" The child likely thought he was being adopted. "Senthys, I'm here to talk to the headmistress. I'm sure you'll find a home soon."

"But..." He sniffed, blinking up at him. "I wanna go with you. I'll be good. I don't bite. I don't have claws." He held up his fingers. "See?"

Those words wrenched his heart. What had this child been taught about himself? About his people? Kin bit and clawed the enemy, not random strangers. Besides, the more dangerous person in this room wasn't the boy. The little innocent would be trading one monster for another.

"Senthys." Careful not to pull the boy's curls, Luc brushed them back from the lad's face. "Saving you from a monster doesn't mean I'm not one."

"Yes, it does." The child blinked away tears. "You're a good person. You smell good. Kin know."

"You mean you have kahlah?" A Kin's ability to smell emotion made it nearly impossible to lie to one of them. Quite unhandy for those with less scruples. "Do HalfKin have that ability?" The boy's grey pullover hung partway off his shoulder, revealing a striped shirt beneath. Luc adjusted it.

"Uh huh. I smell better than humans. I smell good people." Senthys touched Luc's chest. "You smell good."

"I think you're too young to know what 'good people' smell like yet."

"Yes, I do. My teacher stinks."

Luc almost choked, trying to stifle a laugh. "Indeed?"

"Uh huh. My teacher on Felidae smelled real good. She gived me big hugs and let me sit on her lap." He swung his feet again. "She telled me stories."

"Did she?"

"Uh huh. I miss her." Tears welled in his eyes. "A lot."

Not tears again...

Luc performed a quick sleight of hand. "What's this in your hair?" He held up a coin. "How did that get in there?"

Mouth open, Senthys patted his hair.

When Luc offered him the coin, he took it, giggling. He stuck it in his mop of hair but it fell out, hit the floor and spun.

"Oh!" The boy reached down, almost falling.

Luc grabbed him.

Senthys pointed. "I dropped it."

"And I almost dropped you." Luc restrained the child. "I'll get it for you." He picked up the coin and returned it. "Got it this time?"

"Uh huh." Senthys tapped the coin against his head and then pulled the object back and turned it over in his hands. "Can I do it?"

"It's magic that good thieves can do."

"I wanna be a good thief. I try hard." Senthys swung his feet while playing with the coin. "I have a fang." The child stuck a thumb behind one not much sharper than a human's canine tooth. "Thee?"

Kin had baby fangs? "That's nice."

"Ith not tharp," he mumbled around his thumb.

"Take your thumb out of your mouth so I can understand you."

"It's not sharp. See?" He stuck his thumb against it and mumbled again.

Luc moved the boy's hand. "Say it with nothing in your mouth."

"Real Kin have fangs. I have one. I'm getting a new one." He poked a finger into his mouth but then moved it. "You want to feel it?" He grabbed Luc's hand.

"I think not." He pulled away from the wet mouth. "But thank you for the offer. Do your fangs help you bite?"

"No. I don't bite." He shook his head in exaggerated movements. "Wili said I bited Hahlibeth but I didn't. Wili bited Hahlibeth." He gave Luc a solemn nod. "Wili told Ms. Ropps I bit but I didn't. I hissed. Hahlibeth pulled my hair and it hurt." He turned his head back and forth. "It was Wili. He bited Hahlibeth, but I didn't. I hissed." He touched his chest. "Ms. Ropps told me to be a good boy or else, and I was."

Or else? Luc clenched his jaw. "Did she indeed? I have no doubt you were."

"What have we here?" The graying Headmistress Weeks sauntered into the library, flanked by the teacher from whom Senthys had fled.

With a screech, the boy flattened himself against Luc's chest and hid his face.

"I see you found the little monster." The teacher hurried forward. "I'll take him."

Unblinking, Luc turned his well-practiced black-eyed stare her way.

The woman backed up.

"In my experience, Ms. Ropps, if a child runs in terror, it's not the child who's the monster."

"I beg your pardon?" Headmistress Weeks retorted.

The teacher pointed at Senthys. "You don't know what that miserable halfbreed is capable of."

One arm supporting the trembling boy's back, Luc cradled the child's head. "What I know is that I will not turn him over to the likes of you."

"Here, now!" Headmistress Weeks stepped between him and the teacher. "Mr. Saint-Cyr, that's not necessary. This boy's been a discipline problem since arrival. He needs to learn his place. Give her the child."

With Senthys cradled against him, Luc rose to his full height and took one step forward.

Weeks took a step back.

The teacher retreated to the door, crossed her arms and cast him a look both petulant and smug. Her belligerence stirred a dangerous heat within Luc.

"That woman"— he enunciated slowly —"will not take this boy."

The headmistress fidgeted. "Very well, Mr. Saint-Cyr." She nodded toward the teacher. "Return to your duties, Ms. Ropps. I'll deal with this."

The woman shot Luc and the boy a sneer, bowed to the headmistress, and then left.

The headmistress shut the door. "It's true the Harbinger has great power in this city. You were once Grand Master of the Guild, but I am Headmistress of the Academy. You will not speak to one of my teachers like that again."

"Ms. Weeks, for—"

"Headmistress Weeks," she corrected.

Luc held his breath to a count of three.

"Ms. Weeks," he began again, "for some things, honor is warranted. But when a child runs in terror and you order me to hand him over to the person he fears, I can and will offer no respect."

Her tight face screwed tighter. "How dare you!"

"As you pointed out, I'm the former Grand Master. I may have retired the position, but I hold the level of Arcane Master and I am Master Emeritus of the Guild Council. That makes me, in effect, your boss. Sit down and stop wasting my time."

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Proving Them Wrong

[image: ]




Luc allowed the headmistress to take a seat behind her desk and then settled himself into a chair with Senthys on his lap.

In the light from her desk lamp, the silver of her hair shone. In spite of her excellent salary, the drab woman hadn't splurged on fashion, and clashed against the backdrop of her colorful office. Folding her bony hands on her desk, she lifted her pointy chin and regarded him with arctic detachment.

He waited until she opened her mouth, and then he lifted a hand and cut off any protest.

"Ms. Weeks, it's come to my attention that a child in the academy was not offered for adoption but is, in fact, the victim of a kidnapping."

"Then you've been misinformed." She tightened a stack of notereaders aligned on her desk. "We screen every child."

"No doubt, but you overlooked one."

"If you're referring to that halfbreed you're holding, we—"

"HalfKin," Luc corrected.

"Whatever you call him, he's not human."

"Irrelevant." Luc wasn't human either, but as long as he wore lenses to hide his true eyes, no one knew. On most tests, his DNA registered as human.

She paused, lips pressed together. "The HalfKin was transferred here from Felidae because he was unwanted. The Kin see him as tainted, and so do humans."

"An incorrect assumption, since I do not."

"I'm not painted," Senthys piped up, playing with the coin Luc had given him.

"Tainted. Not painted." Luc set a finger against his lips. "I'll explain later, but right now, I need to talk to the headmistress."

"Okay."

"Say, 'Yes, sir,'" the headmistress corrected.

The boy looked up at Luc as if asking permission. When Luc nodded, the child repeated the words.

Luc turned back to her. "For the record, I was not referring to Senthys." He removed his mobile from an inside pocket, shifting the boy to do so. "This girl," he thumbed through data to find the picture and info he'd scanned, "was reported kidnapped a few days ago." He offered her the device.

She perused it, handed it back. "We have no such child here."

"She's in room D-twelve on the McCabe floor." He tucked the device back into his pocket. "Check."

"How could you possibly know that?"

"I'll wait."

With a huff, the headmistress accessed records.

Senthys yawned and nestled against him, clutching the coin.

A confused expression crossed the headmistress's face. "It appears you're correct." She sat back, hands folded. "How can that be? We are always careful."

"I don't know what your department does to fix such things and I don't care, but I want it corrected." He motioned to her. "Now. I'm not leaving this room until I know the girl is being returned to her parents."

"Sir, you can stop worrying. I'll handle this."

"If you were trustworthy, Ms. Weeks, this would never have happened."

She drew herself up, her face darkening.

"Don't bother pretending righteous indignation." Luc leaned forward. "You run the Academy and a child was kidnapped on your watch. This is the Thieves' Guild. We do not call the police." He drummed his fingers on the armrest. "But to protect a child, I will make an exception. I'm sure you can explain to the Grand Master why you caused that to happen."

"There's no need for that." She gave him an oily smile she likely used on prospective parents. Sweetness up front while bitterness lurked at the back. "We certainly wouldn't want harm to come to a child." She called her assistant into the room.

While the headmistress gave instructions, Luc rocked Senthys from side to side. The boy went limp and then dozed off. The coin he'd held dropped from his hand.

Luc caught it and tucked it into the pocket where the boy had stuffed the handkerchief. Cradling the boy's head in the crook of his arm, he turned back to the headmistress.

The woman had finished with her assistant and was eyeing him.

"Something wrong?"

"I've never seen anyone's hands move that fast."

Without thinking, he'd used his super-speed to catch the coin. Others would see a blur. One rule among Sempervians: you didn't play with your powers where mortals could see them.

A stupid screwup, but he would not dwell in the past. Focus.

"I'm an Arcane Master, Ms. Weeks. I'm more than fast." He leaned back. "When will the girl be returned home?"

"Immediately, sir. I've sent my assistant to take care of it personally. I'm so sorry. I don't know how this happened but it was a terrible mistake. I will make sure someone's head rolls."

"No doubt," he murmured.

"I assure you, Mr. Saint-Cyr, nothing like this has ever happened in our history."

"I'm sure." Certainly never while he was Grand Master. "Now, on another matter." He indicated the child. "Transfer this boy to a different teacher and introduce me. I want to meet whoever it is. I will oversee his adoption. List me as his sponsor until then."

Weeks gave him a simpering smile. "Sir, that child won't be adopted."

"Why not?"

"No one wants a half-human."

"HalfKin," he corrected again. He lifted a lock of hair on the boy's forehead and moved it aside.

"I wouldn't worry. I'm sure he'll generate interest at his bidding."

An instant heat flared at his core. "Bidding?"

"In four days. We have new rules since you retired seven years ago. Non-humans hadn't been discovered then. Now that they have, the membership realized it was only a matter of time until aliens infiltrated our ranks and diluted the purity of the Guild."

Luc tightened every muscle in his body, fighting the inferno roaring to life inside him.

The boy twitched awake and looked up, startled.

"It's all right," Luc reassured him.

"To prevent the Guild from being overrun by outsiders," the headmistress droned, "our entry requirements now ensure non-humans enter only at the lowest level, as slaves."

Luc hadn't drawn upon his inner flame in so many centuries he couldn't count them. Yet here it was, igniting like a torch with the simple provocation of a child in jeopardy. He tamped down his inner heat, forcing himself to breathe.

In. Out. Calm. In control.

"Slavery." How could he have been so out of touch? He'd trained his Deshai and grown his businesses. His involvement with Guild administration had diminished greatly. "That's barbaric."

"But legal in the Empire. Besides, sir, he's a Kin male. They're born aggressive. If he's not disciplined or drugged, he'll cause nothing but trouble."

Oh, this one would be trouble. Of that, Luc had no doubt. Look how he'd spun life out of orbit in the few minutes Luc had known him.

"Humans have no trouble with Kin females, Mr. Saint-Cyr, but they fear males. This one is already a problem." She leaned toward him. "He bites," she whispered.

Senthys looked up at him. "No I don't," he mouthed.

"I know," Luc mouthed back.

The boy half-closed his eyes with a smile reminiscent of a happy cat. He snuggled back against Luc's chest.

Luc's inner heat eased, leaving him fatigued but in control. He hugged the child close.

"In addition," the headmistress continued, "Kin males don't get along with human males. Too much testosterone, perhaps. We don't expect non-humans to become thieves. We expect them to become servants, assistants, and lackeys."

"You are wrong about that, Ms. Weeks."

"I assure you, sir, I am not."

Senthys looked up at him, blue eyes trusting.

What was he doing? He knew nothing about small children. His experience with young people amounted to training soldiers and thieves.

He'd had his fill of Academy schooling requirements. He'd spent unending hours of practice with his Deshai. His youngest would flee the nest in a matter of days and Luc would be free.

He had a new life to live on Tarth.

The freedom for which he'd pined was within reach. He'd sought it like a mistress.

But an injustice was involved and before he'd turn this innocent child over to be sold as a slave, Luc would lay down his own life. But would his monstrous past prevent him from protecting this boy?

"Anyway," she told him. "The boy's future is no concern of yours. Fate is fate. You can't change it."

He'd stepped into it. Might as well finish.

"I will prove you wrong, Ms. Weeks." He sat back. "Draw up paperwork needed for temporary fostering. I'm taking the boy with me."

​​
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Gather Your Stuff
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Luc could not keep Senthys, but if the Guild wouldn't provide the child with a sponsor, he'd find one himself.

"Sir, you can't be serious." Headmistress Weeks scoffed. "You'd put your family at risk to prove a meaningless point?" She tapped her desk. "A point, I might add, that will change nothing in the Guild."

"This could change everything in the Guild. My five male Deshai are home right now. We'll see how well a HalfKin gets along with them."

Senthys snuggled against him, hands curled between himself and Luc.

"Sir, the qualifications for fostering are—"

"I know the qualifications. I've approved hundreds of fosters. I assure you, I'm more than qualified. I've already fostered five." He flipped a hand toward her. "Get busy."

* * * *
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Paperwork completed, Luc held Senthys by the hand as they headed for the elevator. When it came into view, the boy pulled back.

Luc stopped. "What's wrong?"

Turning away, the boy lifted one shoulder. "I don't like cages."

"Cages? You mean elevators?"

Senthys drew away. "Cages are scary."

"I see." The boy's fear took Luc back thousands of years, locked in a dark room with the claustrophobic Pietas. His king had clawed the door like an animal. Certainly the protocol for helping a child could be no different from offering to aid an adult. Ask first. "Senthys, would it help if I carried you?"

The boy looked at him, the elevator, and back again, then stretched up his arms.

Luc hoisted him with ease and entered the cabin. "Better?"

The boy looked up and around. "This cage has lights."

Had he been in an elevator without lights? Before he could ask, they'd reached the McCabe floor.

Luc exited and set him down. In a twist of irony, the boy's room sat opposite the one Shohn Lexius had said housed the young Better girl. That door stood open, revealing an empty room and a stripped bed.

He withdrew his mobile and called the headmistress. "The girl's room is empty. What happened to her?"

"Sir, I told you she was being returned to her parents. One of our staff is taking her to the starport as we speak."

"Good. Thank you." He disconnected.

Inside the boy's room, a mattress sat on the floor, and a short three-drawer dresser took up space opposite. An overhead lamp provided the only light, with no discernible means of turning it on or off. Luc propped open the door to let in light from the hallway.

The gray walls and lack of windows made it seem more like a prison than a nursery. No wonder the boy resisted getting into the elevator.

With arms outstretched, Luc could touch walls on either side. The room was clean and the thin mattress had a blanket and pillow, but no lamp. Other than the cheap dresser, no furniture existed. Nothing else could fit. Higher up, a poor paint job had tried to cover marks showing the remnants of brackets for shelves.

Shelves? One overhead light. Had this been a closet? Was the academy overcrowded? He must investigate housing at once. Luc shuddered at the austere living conditions.

"Do I have to stay here?"

"No, Senthys. I'm taking you to my house and you'll meet your big brothers." Even though Senthys would not remain with him, Deshai were brothers.

"I get brothers?" Senthys jumped up and down. "Oh, boy!"

What was Luc doing? He'd made it sound like he'd decided to keep him. This was temporary. The guild had handled these things beautifully for decades. Why should the presence of non-humans destroy that?

"Let's pack your things. Do you have a toy?"

Senthys looked up at him, lower lip sticking out. "Wili breaked it."

"Wili?" Luc stooped beside him. "The one who bit Hahlibeth?"

"Uh huh. He's my bestest best friend. Him and Hahlibeth."

Some friends. "Did you throw the toy away?"

Senthys lifted the flat pillow and picked up a scruffy bear that had lost most of its stuffing. He held it out to Luc. "His head doesn't stick on anymore."

Indeed, the disproportionate head hung by a few threads. The poor condition of its extremities bespoke similar ill treatment. Luc righted its head and turned the bear back and forth. The dilapidated plaything had enough wear to have soothed small boys for at least a century. Poorly spaced stitches held it together.

"What do you say we get you a new one instead?"

Senthys brought one tiny fist near his mouth, eyes welling. "Can't we fix him?"

"They gave you a pretty old bear."

"I picked him." Senthys patted his own chest. "All by myself."

"You chose this bear?" Luc turned it toward himself. An eye was missing. A button on the bear's chest — though it wore no clothing — had been torn off, probably years ago. "Why would you pick this old thing?"

"'Cause..." The boy dragged one foot back and forth. "Nobody else wanted him."

Might as well have torn out Luc's heart and thrown it on the floor. "Well, then. Hold out your arms." When the boy had, Luc presented him with the bear. "We have to keep him, don't we? We'll get him fixed. As much as he can be."

His house droids would either repair this favored plaything or they'd hunt down a bear like it. One existed somewhere in the Empire. Could stuffed bears be cloned?

"All his fuzzy is loved off." The tot locked his arms around the stuffed animal. "It's okay. When I sleep, I hold him. He doesn't like to be alone. He's scareded in the dark."

Taking a quick breath to control his emotions, Luc tightened one fist. "What's his name?"

"Pocket." Senthys giggled. "'Cause I picked him."

Luc chuckled. "Good choice." Who said a Kin male couldn't get along with human males? "Which drawer has your clothes?"

"That one."

Luc sat on the floor. The half-stuck squeaky drawer on the bottom revealed double of everything. Underwear, socks. Gray academy uniform. Serviceable, but they'd be going shopping no matter which way this went. Uniforms were fine for school, but the boy would need a new wardrobe. No child of his would wear such drab attire. Tempting to leave everything behind, but the boy might misread his intentions.

"Senthys, we need a bag."

"Up there." Senthys jumped, reaching for a cloth bag on a hook.

"Allow me." Luc stood and unhooked it. The symbol of the Guild, a skeleton key inside a slashed circle, was visible, but the cloth sack had enough washings to be a decade old. "Can you put your things in here?" He squatted. "I'll hold it open for you."

"Okay." With the bear tucked under one arm, the boy dropped a shirt into the bag. "I mean, yes, sir." He looked pleased with himself. "I 'membered."

"Yes, you did. You are smart."

Senthys picked up another shirt. "I want to be a good boy. I try hard."

"You," he tapped him on the nose, "are better than good. You are the best."

As Senthys dropped the last item into the bag, a knock sounded. The boy flinched.

Luc pivoted toward the open door.

"Good morning, Luc," Aerlray Stevens de Clare, Grand Master of the Guild, greeted him. The man wore the formal black robes of his position, with a thick chain of gold around his neck supporting the Guild symbol. He bent down and braced hands on his knees. "This must be young Deshai Antonello."

The child shivered as if freezing.

Luc looped an arm around the boy's waist and drew him close.

Senthys clung to him, hiding his face against Luc's shoulder.

"I've got you." Whether the boy was frightened of being in this room, the Grand Master himself, his black robes, or a combination, Luc couldn't tell and didn't care. The boy needed reassurance. "Aerlray, you need me?"

"If you don't mind. I'd like a word, please."

"Sure thing. Wait in the hall, please."

"I— Well..." De Clare straightened. "Sure. Certainly." He stepped outside.

"Senthys, I won't let anyone hurt you." When the boy's shivering subsided, Luc drew back to let Senthys see his face. "I'm going out there for a minute and talk to him, and then I'm taking you home with me. All right?"

Senthys cast furtive glances toward the door.

"I won't shut the door. You'll be able to see me the whole time." Luc cupped his hands around the boy's face. "I will not leave you here."

"Do you pinky swear?"

He released him. "Do what?"

Senthys hooked his little finger. "The Kin do this. But it's mean."

The gesture meant you're so weak I can beat you with my smallest claw. "So I've heard."

"But when humans do it, it's good." The child pointed to Luc's hand. "You do your finger like this."

Luc held up his little finger.

"And then we put them together." Senthys curled his tiny finger around Luc's. "Like this. And then do our hands like this." He moved his hand up and down, as if shaking hands.

"And that's a pinky swear?"

"Uh huh. It means you never ever break your promise."

Luc held his gaze. "I pinky swear. I will not leave you here."

The boy hugged his bear. "Okay."

"Can you play quietly on your bed while I talk?"

Senthys went straight to it. Wedging himself in the corner, he hunkered down and hid his face behind his bear, showing only curly hair and those bright blue eyes. Despite Luc's promise, they filled with frightened tears.

​
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The Grand Master
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Oh, for the freedom to kick Aerlray de Clare out of office and take it back. When Luc had retired, a large majority elected de Clare, but the man accepted responsibility for less and less each year. Everything rose and fell on leadership, and this man was taking the Guild down the wrong path.

That he was here meant Headmistress Weeks had wasted no time tattling about Luc's actions.
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