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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for joining me here in the Dominion. Tashué’s story depicts scenes containing and/or discussing instances of domestic violence, miscarriage, addiction, drug and alcohol use and/or abuse, prisoner abuse, police brutality, racism, and torture. There are also instances of animal death.

      I tried to depict what it’s like to try to love in a world that’s terribly bleak, and that meant portraying that bleakness. It also meant portraying love, found family, hope, passion, courage in the face of overwhelming odds.

      It’s a rough world out there, and it’s a rough world in here. Here’s to trying to muddle through it all and finding love in the darkness.

      Take care of yourself. Even if that means skipping this book.

      

      Love,

      

      K

    

  


  
    
      For Stella

      For teaching me how to survive

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      Once again, I am reminded how it takes a village to support a writer. Where do I even start?

      Karem, you deserve first billing, if only because you’ve survived living with me while I vacillated rapidly between despair, threatening to give up, and hyper focus. Thank you for companionship, support, surprise beer deliveries, and way too many late night burgers. You’re my King.

      The obligatory nod to the late great David Gemmell, without whom I would never have taken this writing business seriously. Another vital nod to Dennis Lehane, who never ceases to inspire me.

      And now, the village. I can’t count the number of friends I’ve met on Twitter, and in various other indie circles. There’s something really special about the way readers and writers get to come together and share in the deep love for storytelling. All of you have been so special to me, in ways that are hard to full articulate. Thank you for making an awkward hot mess of a writer feel connected, seen, and loved. Thanks to everyone who bought, reviewed, boosted, everyone who’s stuck with me through endless babbling (here I am, at it again) and all the delays it took to get this book out. I want to thank you all by name, but I’ll write another 50k and then I won’t be able to fit this book in print!

      Specifically, thanks again to Nick, who started me on this journey by pulling me into the indie crowd.

      I love my Before We Go Blog family especially. And now I call myself a member of the FanFiAddict family, too, and I am honoured. Thank you, Beth and David, for everything. You’ve built pillars of this wonderful community, holding us up so we can reach as many people as possible with our stories.

      To my frogicorn brethren and sisteren, I love you all. Jenn, Tim, Kerstin, Holly, Ben, Fletcher, Clayton, Lauren, Taya, Christopher—it was an honour to stand with you in SPFBO 7. Here’s to the wildest ride of my professional life, and here’s to the companionship that got us through it. And Jenn specifically, here’s to the wildest story about minotaurs I have ever witnessed.

      Thanks again to Fletcher, for slogging through the hot pile of garbage I sent you and helping me to find the gems. (Everything bad that happens in this book is his fault and angry mail should be sent to him.)

      Thank you to Connor, my hero. I can’t wait to watch the rise of your career. You’re going places, kid.

      Sara, my whisker, what can I even say? Thank you for being so interesting and thank you for being like family.

      Special love to Dan and Fiona. Thank you both for helping me ground my own feet in who I am, and for giving me the courage to just be that person, come what may.

      Adrian, thank you for taking the time to teach me how to tattoo myself safely! Your company through what was a very hard stage of my life in general helped keep me close(ish) to sane.

      Thank you to Ryan Cahill and Carissa Broadbent for inspiring me to reach for the stars.

      Saving the very best for last, thank you to Ronkwahrhakónha again, because without you, Tashué wouldn’t be the man he is. I wouldn’t be the person I am, either. You make us both a little bit more complete and I am forever grateful for the time and the friendship.

      And once again to you, dear reader. For trusting me to lead you somewhere worth going. For letting me reach out to you, so that we can go there together. Without you, I would probably still be writing, but it would definitely be a lot more lonely.
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      Day 1 Tashué Blackwood finds the body of a dead child on the bank of the river. Her arms and legs have been removed before death, and there is a tattoo on the back of her neck, showing a series of numbers. Tashué tries to encourage the investigation, but ultimately he has to surrender the girl’s body to the crematorium and return to his own job. As a Regulation Officer for the National Tainted Registration Authority, he has to monitor a number of people with Talent. One, Glaen Forsooth, has been seen ‘fraternizing’ with another tainted without Authority permission, and Tashué gives him a warning that this is breaking the law. After Glaen, Tashué visits his son Jason, who is a prisoner at the Residential Institute for Feral Tainted and Non-Compliant (the Rift) for refusing to register his Talent. He asks if Jason has ever seen anyone in the Rift with a tattoo like the girl had, but Jason doesn’t know anything. Jason asks Tashué to check in on his mother. Stella Whiterock, hiding as a ‘whisperer’ at the Facility of Rest, takes over the hospice care of a young boy who is dying.

      Day 2 Tashué starts the paperwork necessary to visit Jason’s mother, Keoh, who is housed at the Breeding Program. At his job, he takes over Stella’s file. Nathaniel Wolfe (the mayor), Illea Winter (the governor’s wife), and Rainer Elsworth (the head of the Authority) enlist Tashué to be a spokesman for the Authority, as support for Governor Myron Winter’s reelection campaign.

      Day 4 The boy in Stella’s care is getting better—she’s been healing him instead of assisting with his hospice care. Back at her home, Tashué visits her on behalf of the Authority, asking questions about her and her daughter, Ceridwen. As an aside, he asks Stella about the child he found, wondering if she saw the child at the Facility, but Stella has no information to give him. Tashué meets Illea at a tailor’s shop, to be fitted for a formal suit since he’s to attend a banquet Illea is hosting in honour of the Queen.

      Day 6 The boy in Stella’s care is recovered enough to go home. She takes Ceridwen to the Market, where they meet Tashué by chance. She’s intrigued by the new suit and offers to help Tashué get ready for the banquet. Jason, meanwhile, gets into a fight with other prisoners. In the struggle, he breaks through the layer of suppression that keeps all the inmates of the Rift separated from their Talent. He tries to escape, but the suppression is restored and he’s beaten badly by the other inmates. On the way to the banquet, Tashué stops in an illicit fight hall to meet Lorne. He asks for Lorne’s help in finding information about the girl. People in the hall notice Tashué’s Authority badge and pick a fight. He breaks a man’s jaw with an ashtray, getting blood on his suit. Powell Iwan puts a stop to any more fighting and declares Tashué welcome in the hall any time. At the banquet, Tashué tries to keep up with talk of politics and manners, but he’s out of his element. When the guests sit down, someone notices the blood on Tashué’s clothes. Illea takes him upstairs to change, where she reveals her hopes that he’ll consider running for mayor when Wolfe’s term is up, and she intends to derail Myron’s career as governor. Things get heated and they have sex, and then return to the banquet after Tashué puts on a new suit.

      Day 7 After staying the night with Illea, Ishmael brings Tashué to Wolfe’s house, where they confirm their hopes that Tashué would be interested in running for Mayor. Myron is only a puppet for Rainer, and they don’t trust him. Tashué is worried Jason will become collateral damage if he moves against Rainer and Myron. Wolfe asks Ishmael to figure out how to protect Jason, implying Ishmael could get Jason out of the Rift. Stella is worried that she’s been in the city too long and is concerned about how close she’s getting to Tashué, especially considering he’s with the Authority. She finds a barge in the Market and books passage out of the city, beginning preparation for leaving. Tashué is tracked down by Allie Tei, a reporter. She also found the body of a dead child and is looking for answers. They compare notes and promise to contact each other if they find anything.

      Day 9 Tashué meets Lorne, who has information for him—Glaen has been seen fraternizing still. He also found information about the girl and brings Tashué to see a woman who claims she escaped from the Breeding Program. She says she saw the Authority take the children and remove their arms and legs, breaking their minds to turn them into vessels of Talent that the Authority calls ‘energy units.’ She gets scared and runs away, and Tashué sends Lorne after her to talk her down. Tashué meets Kazrani at their usual pub. Someone tracks her down because one of the cases she manages is causing a scene in the street. Kazrani and Tashué go to try to settle things, but the man panics, shoots someone, and escapes. Tashué and Kazrani give chase, but the man escapes and blows up a barge carrying a load of thermite, causing a massive fire in the Market.

      Day 10 Someone from the Authority visits Jason, asking him to register so he can be transferred to the Breeding Program. They’re impressed by the strength of his Talent. Jason declines.

      Day 14 After days of fighting the fire and searching for survivors without sleeping, Wolfe sends Tashué home to rest. Stella walks him home, where they kiss, but Stella leaves before things progress.

      Day 15 Lorne found some information that suggests the dead girl is connected to the Army of the Red Dawn, so he asks Vasska Czarny if it’s true. Vasska tells Lorne to leave the Red Dawn alone before he gets hurt.

      Day 17 Tashué and Kazrani attend a formal gathering at a large gun factory, where the Authority is running promotions. Tashué is promoted to Station House Commander, and receives a medal of honour for his efforts in fighting the fire. He resents all the pomp and speeches; he doesn’t like being a part of Myron’s campaign and he’s been questioning his role in the Authority, especially since Kazrani’s case went so tragically wrong. He uses his leverage, though, asking Rainer for permission to see Keoh, thus skipping the long paperwork process that stopped him before.

      Day 18 In spite of his reservations, Tashué takes over his station house as Commander. Rainer wants to organize the press to come with Tashué on Glaen’s arrest, and delivers the paperwork that allows Tashué to see Keoh. At the Breeding Program, Keoh seems to be falling back into opium addiction. Tashué asks her about the woman who escaped, but Keoh doesn’t know her. After, assembles a group to arrest Glaen and Gianna—the woman Glaen was fraternizing with—as per Rainer’s wishes. Glaen goes peacefully, but Gianna tries to escape. Duskan Hillbraun shoots her, and Tashué can’t stop the bleeding in time to save her life. Stella goes to Tashué’s apartment to check on him that evening. Tashué talks about what happened to Gianna and his doubts about the Authority and the laws it upholds. Stella still intends to leave, but doesn’t tell him. She spends the night, when she tells him that she can feel his Talent, which is much bigger than he thought but dormant.

      Day 19 Stella’s boss at the Facility tracks down Tashué, since he’s her officer. He asks about Stella’s Talent and explains that a fair number of her patients have healed enough to go home, which is unusual for hospice care. He wonders if she had been improperly assessed, and should be reassigned as a healer. Rhodrishi, a healer, visiting Tashué, explains that it’s not possible to heal someone by accident. It takes a great amount of skill and training, and it’s painful. He encourages Tashué to talk to Stella and really listen. She’s packing to leave the city when Tashué arrives. He asks about her Talent and she confesses she’s hiding with fake paperwork. When Tashué sees the tattoo on the back of Ceridwen’s neck, he realizes Stella is running to protect Ceridwen, who is from the Breeding Program. Stella admits she’s planning to leave, and Tashué signs forged paperwork for her to transfer to a job in another city.

      Day 20 Stella admits that she’s running from the Authority, specifically a man named Siras Duncreek who has been hunting her for years. Tashué gives her his gun to shoot Siras if she sees him.

      Day 22 Lorne gets the shit beaten out of him at the fight hall.

      Day 23 Tashué visits Jason, trying to convince him to register so they can leave the city once Jason is out of the Rift. When Jason refuses, Tashué breaks a chair and punches a guard who tries to restrain him, getting himself banned from the Rift. He goes to the Breeding Program to see Keoh again, but the staff inform him she’s died of an opium overdose. They give him her paltry belongings and her remains, cremated in an urn. At his home, Powell is waiting for Tashué with Lorne, who’s in bad shape. Powell explains that someone from the Red Dawn is responsible for the deaths of the children. They also asked to have Lorne beaten to get him to stop asking questions. Powell gives Tashué the name of the man who killed the children: Edgar Hale.

      Day 24 Tashué goes to meet Stella at the Facility, but he finds her collapsed and unresponsive. Ceridwen is with her, safe. He carries Stella to the nearby hospital, where Rhodrishi is working with the survivors from the Market fire. Back at the Station House, Tashué asks the other officers for help finding Siras, who attacked Stella but got away after she shot him. Duskan quips that Siras is doing them a favour—one fewer case for them to deal with—and Tashué loses it, beating Duskan until the other officers drag them apart. Kazrani walks Tashué out, and Tashué explains everything that’s happened.

      Day 25 Lorne visits Jason, and delivers the news that Jason’s mother has died. Jason reveals there’s a possibility of getting out, and he’s going to take the chance. Tashué tracks down Edgar Hale and questions him about the children. Hale confirms the children were mutilated when they came to him—the Authority does this and calls them energy units—and admits he killed them. He alleges it was someone else’s idea, a man named Davik Kaine. Tashué kills Hale as per Powell’s request. Tashué goes to Allie to tell her Hale’s story, but when he arrives at her office, she’s being attacked by an unknown assailant. She shoots her attacker, killing him, and in the confusion shoots Tashué, too. They flee the scene, heading back to Tashué’s apartment where Rhodrishi is taken care of Stella; he’s able to help heal Tashué’s wound enough to keep him stable. Stella is awake and she tells Allie everything: Ceridwen is a child from the Breeding Program, who Davik Kaine stole ‘to make people see what the Authority is doing.’ Stella couldn’t bear to let Davik kill a child, so she took baby-Ceridwen and ran. She’s also running from her husband, Bothain, who was abusive and the Provincial Administrator of the Authority up north, where Stella is from. He sent Siras after Stella to track her down and kill her. Her real name is Ffyanwy Rhydderch. Tashué brings Allie to Wolfe’s house, hoping Wolfe can protect her while they all figure out what to do next. They tell him everything, including who Stella really is. Tashué tracks down Powell Iwan, delivering the empty bullet casing from the bullet that killed Hale. He’s figured out that Powell considers Davik a threat, and offers to ‘stand in the gap’ left by Davik’s death when Powell finally moves against him. In exchange, he asks Powell to get Jason out of the Rift.

      Day 26 Tashué returns to his apartment. Kazrani offers to go with Stella and Ceridwen to protect them on the road. On Keoh’s urn, Tashué notices her Breeding Program number, which identifies her as the mother of the girl Tashué found in the river. Judging by the girl’s age, Tashué guesses her to be Keoh’s second child (and thus the first for the Breeding Program.)

      Day 27 Tashué escorts Stella and Ceridwen to the hospital to meet Rhodrishi, who has agreed to guide everyone through the wilderness. He wants to know what Tashué is going to do next, and Tashué doesn’t know exactly, but he doesn’t want to play a part in the Authority anymore.

      Day 33 Illea has spent the night at Wolfe’s house. She’s pregnant and beginning to feel the first symptoms of illness. She’s restless about Myron’s career and asks Wolfe for help getting rid of him. Before they can discuss anything further, Rainer shows up to remind Illea that she’s expected at the official opening of the hospital, which has become a political event for Myron. Tashué shows up at the event as expected. What’s not expected is that he’s been drinking, and he’s carrying Keoh’s urn. He confronts Rainer about the children. Rainer admits the children are mutilated to make them lighter and easier to transport, and he doesn’t consider them human at all. They are assets, to be bred and refined for maximum efficiency. The economy depends on them. Tashué draws his gun and considers shooting Rainer, but Wolfe and Ishmael stop him. They walk away, and Tashué brings Keoh’s urn to the river at the same place he found the girl. He spreads her ashes in the water—but is arrested for threatening to shoot Rainer.

      And so, this idiot is in a lot of trouble.
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      Ishmael,

      I hope this letter finds you well.

      I’m writing to ask for your advice. Things in Yaelsmuir are sliding out of my control. The election is fast approaching, and I fear we aren’t as prepared as we’d hoped. Miss Redbone isn’t polling as well as we expected by now, and we’re concerned that Myron is going to pull ahead again and take another Governor’s term. Should that be the case, Rainer will push the the Provincial Police Force through to legislation. Whether or not a unified police force rather than city-based Civilian Patroller organizations would be beneficial is still perhaps up for debate, however I know with certainty that Rainer controlling a second body of law will be disastrous for Dominion stability.

      Illea is currently privy to some of the planning since Rainer believes she’s on board for Myron’s career, as she was in previous years. There’s talk of the Queen stopping in Yaelsmuir after she returns from the Commonwealth, and Illea will be hosting a banquet in her honour. Myron will likely announce his candidacy then to gain the Queen’s approval.

      Thanks to Illea’s reconnaissance, we know Rainer is talking about having some kind of spokesman for the National Tainted Registration Authority. His intention, as I understand it, is to have the individual parade around on the campaign trail to somehow bolster Rainer’s stance about how successful the Registration Program has been, probably to give credibility to the police force.

      I am also still at a loss as for who will run for the Mayor’s office after me. I cannot sustain a career divided between the Mayor’s duties and the Queen’s Voting Council. The Council has been taking advantage of the fact that I can’t travel to White Crown as often anymore and schedules votes for when I can’t possibly make it down. Since I’m so close, they won’t let me vote in absentia. If I withdraw from the Council, I can’t imagine who will fill my seat after me. A Crowne loyalist, no doubt. One of Maes’s boot lickers. We must hang on to provincial autonomy. We can’t let the Crowne take back what we’ve fought so hard for. They still haven’t filled General Deri’s seat. I think they’re waiting to squeeze me out so they can fill both seats at once and obliterate all our work once I’m gone.

      I don’t know what your plans were or how long you were supposed to be stationed away. I know it’s been difficult for you since Deri died. I worry I’m somewhat to blame for this mess, for travelling west when I did. I felt one of us should go pay our respects to the Deri family, and it seemed unlikely you would have the time in the near future. Sadiya sends her regards. She has some things that belonged to Deri that she would like to give you. She hopes you’ll eventually make your way out west, but if it’s not possible, she’ll make arrangements to meet you in Yaelsmuir. She understands, of course, how restricted your time is. The division waits for no one’s grief.

      I hope there is some arrangement that can be made to see you home soon. If that isn’t possible, I understand. Any insights you have for boosting Miss Redbone’s chances would be incredibly valuable.

      I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you sooner. I should have known things would be complicated.

      Nathaniel

      

      General,

      I’ve filed for furlough. I should receive it; I haven’t requested furlough since my father died. Hopefully it will see me back in Yaelsmuir in time to help you with the election, but in case it doesn’t, this is what I want you to start with.

      Firstly, a large portion of the population who are voting for the name Winter are in fact voting for Illea rather than Myron. Yaelsmuir loves Illea, and her notoriety has served Myron’s career in the past. If the pair of you are serious about preventing Myron from winning the popular vote, then Illea needs to join Eirdis’s campaign efforts this year. Her silence in past years has always been received as assent—the time for silence is over.

      Secondly, the wealthy vote goes to Rainer rather than Myron; people with money don’t trust Myron with a bent copper crown, but they know Rainer controls Myron’s decisions and they’re willing to back Rainer’s ambitions. You need to undercut his message of stability. Attack his finances, his credibility, bring to light his past failures. He’ll be campaigning on the promise of stability, which is why the  Provincial Police Force has gained popularity. It sounds like security. You need to make people paranoid he’ll use it to silence and suppress his enemies. You need people to be afraid of the idea of him having that much power.

      Thirdly is your star, Eirdis. She’s going to base her campaign in the Bay, yes? She needs to be wary of stirring up that population too much, or the rest of the city will feel threatened, and it will be harder to keep people from voting for the Police Force. She needs to spread her influence to the rest of the quarters. A campaign fundraiser that pulls together as many quarters as possible, minus Highfield and Highview—they’ll just try to steal the show if they’re involved. Whatever happened to the pugilist club Powell Iwan was promising? Has it launched yet? The city loves a good sporting event and it gives the Bay more substance to offer the city beyond its usual debauchery.

      You should marry Eirdis. I know you’re probably frowning already and muttering something about privacy and propriety, but if you and Eirdis are married—she can keep the name Redbone if she likes but technically your family name has more social capital—then people will be voting for the pair of you and it will increase her overall popularity.

      Finally, if Illea is still working with Rainer and able to influence his decisions, you should have her suggest a candidate for the NTRA mascot so it looks like her idea. Put up someone you would be willing to back for Mayor when the time comes. Let it be their political debut. The NTRA is filled with officers with a military background which, on the surface, will look good for Rainer, but hopefully you’ll be able to pull on their loyalty. A veteran would likely be your best bet; you need someone resolute, strong, unflinching, charming enough, the sort that won’t be intimidated by Myron, Rainer, or Powell Iwan. A veteran—even one with a badge—is more likely to connect to you than Rainer Elsworth, who did not serve at all. If you find someone handsome with a good military record, the more medals the better, Rainer will believe it was Illea’s idea. Don’t leave it until the Mayoral election year, or you’ll be scrambling again like you are now. After the lucky tinman takes the stage, Illea can throw her weight behind Eirdis. It’ll be too late then for Rainer to get rid of his spokesperson.

      Get started there and keep me posted.

      Ishmael

      

      Ishmael,

      While I appreciate the political value of a Redbone-Wolfe marriage, I am not taking any advice on the matter at this time.

      Illea and I are looking for candidates as you suggested, but the process is slow. We can’t well shift through the National Tainted Regulation Authority personnel files without alerting Rainer to what we’re doing. Hopefully we can find someone in time. Rainer intends to debut his ‘face of the Authority’ at the banquet for the Queen, probably to try to impress the Queen with his political savvy.

      You’re missed around the house. Hattie has been preparing your room in anticipation of your arrival and I think Cook is planning a bit of a banquet in your honour. He’s dug out the old recipe cards you made. Take care of yourself, and safe travels.

      Nathaniel
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            ISHMAEL

          

          DAY 6

        

      

    

    
      Fucking Yaelsmuir and all its fucking rain—of all the nights for Ishmael to be caught in a storm, of course it was when he was trying to climb up the side of Illea Winter’s house. Queen Leony liked it when they lied and snuck around; she was thrilled by him and his various abilities, intrigued by the way his career was cloaked in secret even from her. When he came up with the idea of climbing up to her window, he’d only thought about the easy pleasure of seeing her eyes glitter with delight. And not about the weather.

      It hadn’t been raining this hard when he left the banquet. Just a drizzle when he met Illea’s head cook in the greenhouse to smoke hashish. Savvas always had the best hashish, and they’d only smoked a little. Savvas got to bask in another job well done as the rest of the staff cleaned the kitchen of the wreckage his brilliance left, and Ishmael could kill a little time while the last of the guests left so Leony could maintain her privacy by retreating to the guest suite alone. Wasn’t until Ishmael started climbing that the clouds really opened up.

      In a strange way—probably because the hashish chipped off the edges of his good sense—the rhythm of the raindrops on his body muffled the usual tumult that existed in his mind. It didn’t go away, of course. It rarely did. Complete silence was usually only obtained with amounts of opium that made his priest nervous, so he’d given up on the idea of achieving that much peace. Reducing everything to a dull thrum was the best he could hope for.

      But the rain was dangerous—it sluiced off the roof and poured down Ishmael’s back, the cold making his fingers so numb that he could barely move them anymore. Every hand- and foothold became treacherously slick, and he cursed his self-indulgent stupidity with every moment he was on the side of the house in a storm. It felt a little bit like he was going to fucking die to get his prick wet.

      He’d only gotten home a few days ago. In time to try to help Eirdis Redbone get elected, or at least try. In time to offer Tashué up to the meat grinder that was Yaelsmuir politics. The poor bastard was the perfect choice for what Wolfe needed—steadfast, loyal to Wolfe over Elsworth, ferocious when he needed to be—but he probably had no idea what he’d agreed to. And he’d fallen so perfectly into all of it, letting Illea tempt him so Elsworth and Myron would dismiss Tashué as another of Illea’s playthings while Ishmael and Wolfe prepared him for a political career behind Elsworth’s back. It all went better than Ishmael expected. Illea’s antics had the Queen’s approval, which may well be the death knell of Myron’s career. If the people of Highfield thought Myron had fallen out of favour in the eyes of the Crowne, Rainer was likely fighting a losing battle to get his re-election. Eirdis might finally have a chance to move Myron out of the Governor’s office.

      If it was anyone other than Illea, Ishmael might have left the table to join them—to hell with Dominion prudishness, especially if Illea had left her own table first. But Ishmael didn’t trust Illea, and their relationship would only get more complicated if he started sleeping with her. Besides, he knew the Queen would call for him if he left his evening open, and whatever gossip she had would be worth far more than a roll with Tashué and Illea.

      He shifted his weight too fast—his hand slipped and his heart lurched and his stomach wrapped itself around his throat—but he caught himself. Fucking hell, he should have been paying attention.

      A giddy laugh bubbled up from his chest. Of all the idiotic ways he’d almost died, this one had to rank among the best and most ridiculous. He could imagine the wild rumours that would burn through Yaelsmuir if he was found dead on the paving stones outside Illea’s manor. Although it was fitting, given that most of the people in this country who knew his name thought of him as a useless drunk. He shifted his weight slowly, moving laterally along the house until he stood on the ledge of a windowsill, his shoulder pressed against the cold glass. Rain soaked into his clothes, but he stood a moment, savouring the strain in all his muscles and the way his heart buzzed even with the hashish in his system to slow him down. He’d been emotionally numb often enough in his life that he could enjoy the very particular oh fuck I almost died rush that filled his body. It didn’t matter how complicated things felt in this moment. It didn’t matter who he longed for or was trying to grieve. Scheming for Wolfe and Illea felt incredibly small and far away. He’d almost fallen, and he was alive. The ugly Yaelsmuir rain hadn’t conquered him this time.

      Once the tremble in his arms had settled, he resumed his climb.

      He hauled himself over the edge of the balcony outside the Queen’s suite of rooms. The door to the balcony was unlocked by prior arrangement, and he let himself in. He shook the water from his hair, giving Illea’s furniture a wet spray that gave him a petty sense of satisfaction. All the oil he used to tame his wild curls to fashionable smoothness would probably leave little stains on the upholstery.

      The Queen’s staff populated the sitting room, a few servants to see to her needs through the night. One of them came forward to help him out of his coat, peeling it off his arms to hang it by the hearth to dry.

      “Mr. Saeati,” Leony said, her voice light with her joy. The hashish billowing through Ishmael’s body caught the sound of her happiness and sent it ringing through his bones, chasing away his melancholy. She stood in the doorway between the two rooms, stripped of all the banquet finery—makeup and jewels and layers of structured clothes had all been removed. Instead, she wore a long, silk dressing gown, the hem pooling on the floor around her feet, her hair assembled in a single plait. She was a handsome woman. Strong lines in her face. Broad shoulders and a long, athletic build. “You made it.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” Ishmael said, pushing his hair out of his face. He stalked across the room to her, leaving wet footprints across Illea’s rug. “I serve at my Queen’s pleasure. Who am I to refuse when my liege lady calls for me?”

      Leony smiled, retreating slowly into the bedchamber and glancing back at him as she went. “Such a humble servant you are. So very sacrificing, indulging me and my whims. You should come and warm up—your clothes look terribly soaked. I imagine you’ll want to get out of your wet clothes as swiftly as possible. I’ll get a wonderful show out of it, too.”

      Ishmael grinned, following her to the bedroom. “You know me so well, your Majesty, and you are most gracious. So considerate to allow me a moment to get more comfortable.”

      Leony retreated all the way to the bed, sitting on the edge. She crossed her ankles demurely in front of her, like she couldn’t ever escape her training as to how to present herself to the world, even when she was indulging in secret sexual encounters.

      His cold, hashish-numb fingers were slow as they rifled through his pockets, but he still took the time to pull all his things out, lining them up on the mantle. Yaelsmuir had officially entered ‘best not carry anything important in your pockets’ season. The thin-bladed knife that Deri gave him years ago was fine, of course. He’d had a bag of candy, but fortunately it was empty by the time he got stuck in the rain. The bag was soaked through. He unclipped his pocket watch from its chain to set it aside—he’d check on it later. This was why he didn’t carry emotionally significant watches anymore. Anything he was attached to was on display at the watch shop in the Boardwalk Market.

      He wriggled out of his jacket, a servant helping by dragging the wet wool off his arms. The heat permeated his clothes, making his cold skin tingly and alive. It was almost painful, the rapid transition from cold to hot. But the pain helped ground him in his body and in the moment, just like the rush of fear had. His waistcoat next—the thin white linen of his shirt was soaked through and it showed the lines of his body and his tattoos, and he could feel Leony watching him. She’d seen them all before, but they still held her fascination. He opened his trousers and fought his way out of them, adding more things to the mantle: his cigarette case, a box of matches, a few spare crowns. Leony’s eyes settled on the tattoo on his thigh. The skyline of the Black Mountains in the Derccian Empire, with the moon hanging between the peaks and sand dunes trailing down toward Ishmael’s knee. Of all his tattoos, it was his favourite. It represented the most painful of his assignments, only the second time in his life he’d been to the mountain range his people named themselves after—the Qasan. The whole objective went sideways. But at least he’d helped his people. Not as much as they needed. Not enough to make the Qasan safe again. But he’d helped a little, even though it went against Crowne interest.

      Gods, he needed to stop. He was here for fun and gossip, not to feel sorry for himself, and thinking about those mountains never led him anywhere good.

      “Can I get you anything, Mr. Saeati?” the last servant in the room asked.

      “Thank you, no,” Ishmael said, hanging the trousers from the coat tree beside the fire.

      The servant glanced at Leony, who nodded. The servant retreated, pulling the bedroom doors closed behind her, leaving Ishmael and Leony in the closest thing the Queen ever got to privacy. Her staff would still listen from the other side of the door. They’d come at the slightest indication that the Queen needed anything. But for now, there was no one else in the room.

      “This might be my last chance to entertain you, Mr. Saeati.” Leony’s voice betrayed the weight the statement carried. She hadn’t mastered the skill of hiding her emotions, especially when she felt them keenly, and Ishmael could only imagine how miserable that made her life at court. Being the Queen wasn’t the same as being the most powerful person in the room. “My family is getting increasingly impatient for me to find a husband and begin making heirs for the Crowne.”

      “Surely they can’t force you,” Ishmael scoffed, stripping out of his shirt, hanging it from the hook beside the hearth. With luck, Leony would indulge his presence until morning, and his clothes would be dry by then. “There are laws that allow you to select an heir if you can’t produce children.”

      Leony sighed, very softly, and arranged her features into a stiff smile. “Yes, Mr. Saeati, I’m very much aware of the laws.”

      Ishmael grimaced. Maybe luck had less to do with whether she’d let him stay the night, and the deciding factor would be whether or not he could avoid insulting the Queen’s intelligence. The fire gave a loud pop, throwing embers out onto the floor in front of the hearth. Ishmael stepped on them, his socks so soggy with rainwater that the embers didn’t stand a chance—they hissed as they died out.

      “Of course, your Majesty. I didn’t mean to sound like I was telling you—I was asking what excuse they are giving when the law supports your right not to.”

      Leony shrugged, looking down at her hands as her fingers traced the intricate embroidery on her dressing gown. The style was vaguely Derccian, with carefully layered geometric patterns, rather than the depictions of flora and fauna as was the usual Dominion fashion for silk. “They insist that it’s only meant to be used in the case of a monarch being unable to produce an heir. And since I am not yet wed nor have I tested my capabilities to conceive rigorously, the exception does not yet apply.”

      “Sounds like a pile of shit,” Ishmael muttered, sinking down on the chair near beside the fire to peel off his soggy socks. He tossed them toward the fire to dry.

      Leony laughed. “Would that I could present ‘this sounds like a pile of shit’ as a legal argument, but alas I must pay a solicitor to fight it. Or cave and marry someone. It would probably be less emotionally devastating to marry someone than to pay a solicitor who knows they’ve been hired by the Queen’s purse.”

      “The amount of emotional devastation you’ll get in the marriage depends entirely on who you choose, I suppose,” Ishmael said, rising to peel off his drawers next. If his socks and his drawers weren’t dry by the time he left, he’d just as well leave them behind rather than struggle back into them.

      The full-length mirror in the dressing room caught his reflection, turning his body to long lines and dark forms on the silver-painted glass. He hadn’t noticed the mirror before—he must have stepped into its angle when he retreated to the chair. Catching sight of his body dragged the melancholy back. The scars and the tattoos held so many memories, snagging old pain and holding it in memoriam. More than that—he’d lost a lot of weight while he was away this time, because grief once again took up physical space in his gut and he hadn’t eaten nearly enough. His bones pushed too insistently at his skin, and his face looked haggard and worn and older than he felt. He had to constantly remind himself that he was well into his thirties, even approaching forty. Time went faster than he could feel it, especially with all the travelling he did for the diplomatic division. Even more so after the news reached him that his mentor, his handler, his lover, Gwilym Deri had died in White Crown. And Ishmael was expected to keep working, keep serving the Dominion, because individual grief was nothing in the face of sovereign stability and General Maes’s ambition.

      The letter from Wolfe asking for help may well have saved Ishmael. Filing furlough and coming home—even if home was a damned mess of politics and unprocessed grief—gave him something to hang on to.

      Leony was watching him, like she was waiting for him. How long had he been frozen in the moment, trying not to look at himself? He wasn’t sure. The hashish made time harder to track—and it made him more self-pitying than he’d realized.

      “You haven’t any new tattoos this time.” Leony smiled when she said it and he knew she was biting back the urge to ask what they meant, what they were for. People loved to ask what they were for. “And you’ve lost a lot of weight.”

      Ishmael shrugged, sliding a hand over his chest, over the snake tattoo up his ribs, mouth open and ready to strike. When was the last time he was naked for the Queen? He couldn’t even remember for sure. It had to be while Deri was still alive, so more than two years. “Nothing struck my fancy while I was away.” He didn’t say anything about his weight. Leony knew him well enough that she’d be worried if he said something flippant about not being hungry. “Any good candidates? For your emotionally devastating marriage, I mean.”

      Leony smiled—she’d been waiting for this, clearly, and she was excited to deliver her answer. “The best so far is Raheem Deri.”

      Ishmael almost choked on his own tongue. He tried to breathe and speak and swallow and curse and praise the gods at once but the abrupt shift in mood made his mouth too clumsy to keep up and he was left spluttering. Leony smiled. She was clearly enjoying the reaction she was getting.

      “A Qasani King,” Ishmael finally said.

      “Yes.” Leony lifted her chin like she was practicing the defiance she needed to make a move this audacious happen. “A Qasani King in White Crown. The first in Dominion history.”

      “There hasn’t been a Qasani King anywhere since the Derccian Empire swallowed the Qasan,” Ishmael blurted. The fire heated his back, his legs turning his skin tingly and finally dry. He pushed his hands through his hair, the shock passing through him in rapidly shifting waves. “The Deri family, good gods. The whole brood is exactly as tenacious and intelligent as you would need from a husband. Raheem specifically borders on ruthless, judging by his career. I’ll wager that’s because he had to eat a lot of shit from his colleges and his superiors to climb up to General. He was so angry that Deri wouldn’t commission the General rank for him. Deri tried to explain that his name wasn’t as beneficial as Raheem thought it would be, given his rocky history with the military, but as you’ve probably already gleaned, Raheem’s always leaned rather idealistic and stubborn until reality grips him.” He was babbling, but he couldn’t stop. A Qasani King, gods, what a gift. “Deri was so proud when he got word that Raheem earned his stars on the battlefield. No one could dispute he deserved those stars. I don’t think they got the chance to see each other in person since then, but Deri talked about it endlessly. This calls for a toast or something, your Majesty. To commemorate the moment and all that.”

      “A toast?” Leony asked. She rose to her feet, eyes drifting up and down Ishmael’s naked body. “A lovely idea. I’ll send for something—sparkling wine or something harder?”

      “If you like,” Ishmael said, flashing his most mischievous grin. The one that made Leony blush every time, especially if he looked her in the eye. And it worked again—she blushed so hard she pressed her hands against her cheeks like she could make them stop giving her emotions away. “Certainly Illea has a fine selection of wine from every region imaginable. But Savvas sent me away with the good Ibeh hashish, and if there’s one perfect way to celebrate a marriage in the Deri family, it’s with a cloud of smoke.”

      Leony laughed, shaking her head. “Well, I defer to your expertise, Mr. Saeati. Since you know the family so well.”

      Ishmael went back to the mantle, snatching up his cigarette case and his matches. Both were metal and sealed well enough to protect their contents from the rain. Savvas had given him a few hashish laced cigarettes in exchange for the best gossip about Agrion, the country his parents left behind to find a ‘better life’ in the Dominion. Ishmael’s deployment in the region had been short and blessedly bloodless but wildly stressful with the Queen in the area as an arbiter for the latest peace accords. Avoiding being seen—and thus recognized—by her and her massive entourage had stretched the very limits of his skills. He’d wondered more than once if Maes had sent him there hoping he’d burn his confidentiality, which would finally give Maes an excuse to get rid of Ishmael. Maes and Deri used to split control over the diplomatic division, which gave Ishmael some measure of protection. But it had been two years now since Deri died, and the diplomatic division—arguably the most powerful military branch in the Dominion—didn’t yet have a second administrative General, leaving Maes in full control.

      Even as he lit the cigarette and took the first drag of oily smoke, an echo of dread rolled through him. The thing about people who shifted the balance of power was that doing so always made the people who held the power very angry. And the Deri family had powerful enemies already. He blew the smoke out toward the fire, watching it mix for a moment with the twisting flames before disappearing up the chimney.

      “General Maes will be furious.”

      Leony shrugged. “I am very aware of Maes’s inclination to throw temper tantrums, but Raheem has gold stars. He has served with honour and distinction. Maes wouldn’t dare question Raheem’s credentials out loud, so he’ll have to seethe quietly.” She padded across the room, taking the cigarette from Ishmael’s fingers. “We’ve thought about putting Raheem forward as the second diplomatic division General, but then this idea seemed like a better move for Crowne stability.”

      Ishmael almost laughed as Leony took her first drag of smoke. “I think Maes would sooner chew off his own leg than allow another Deri into the division. Especially Deri’s son. But King—he can’t stop that, not legitimately anyway. Which leaves…” Unease slithered down his spine. If Maes couldn’t publicly oppose a King he didn’t want, he would resort to what he did best—scheming quietly and destroying things secretly. “A lot of illegitimate tactics.”

      “Why Ishmael,” Leony scoffed dramatically, putting her free hand to her chest. “Are you implying that General Maes is the sort of man who skirts around the laws when they don’t suit him?”

      Ishmael let go of a laugh that time, letting it fight the looming unease. Maes was a power-hungry murderer, but if the Queen had proof of it, she would have arrested him by now. And though Ishmael was reasonably sure Leony had nothing but distrust for Maes, speaking the truth was still a slippery slope. Talking about the ways Maes broke the law came dangerously close to talking about how Deri also broke laws. Even though he was dead, there were still plenty of people who could be held accountable for smuggling illegal goods, for the murder of Dominion citizens, and for interfering with Dominion politics when it was technically extremely illegal for members of the diplomatic division to do so. Never mind the plain old murder charges; it was against Dominion law for any branch of the foreign deployment army to engage in military action on Dominion homeland soil, and since the diplomatic division was created to shape the politics abroad by any means necessary, simply advising in an election cycle like Ishmael was doing for Wolfe was technically sedition and treason.

      Leony turned back to the bed, bringing the cigarette with her, leaving a line of smoke twisting behind her. Ishmael followed, grabbing an ashtray off one of the tables near the fireplace.

      “If ever General Maes wanted to shift careers,” Ishmael said finally, resting the ashtray on the bedside table, “I’m sure he would do very well as a solicitor, finding loopholes in the law for the highest bidder.”

      “That’s a very measured answer,” she said, letting Ishmael pass her to get into the bed first. She took another drag from the cigarette, smoke curling around her face as she raised an eyebrow at him. Her tightly coiled shoulders were relaxing already. “I’m impressed.”

      Ishmael shrugged. He sank down into the bed, breathing a slow sigh of relief. The blankets were deliciously warmed by the coal pan down near the footboard, and the hashish made his own body feel a little bit liquid, especially the places that were tired and sore from the climb and the almost fall. Leony rested the cigarette in the ashtray so she could shed her dressing gown, sliding under the covers next to him. She ran her fingers over the sheaf of wheat tattoo that swept across his chest, bowing over his right collarbone like the stalks were bent in some imaginary wind.

      “It’s generally regarded as career suicide to speak ill of General Maes,” Ishmael muttered. He reached past her to grab the cigarette again, taking another slow drag, in and out, sending it up to the canopy over the bed where it danced beneath the silk. It was a good thing he’d only smoked a little with Savvas. “I try to keep my skills at avoiding honest answers as sharp as possible, even in company as trustworthy as yours, your Majesty.”

      She frowned, propping herself up on her knuckles so she could look down at his face again. “Do you think that’s what happened to Gwilym?”

      Ishmael sighed. This grief wouldn’t let him go. It didn’t seem to matter what he did—whether he let himself think about it, or he numbed himself with whatever substances he could get into his body—it was stuck in his chest, half-realized, trapped by anger and too many unanswered questions. Two years on, and this was actually the first time he had the chance to talk to someone who’d been in the capital when Deri died. Ishmael had been deployed when it happened. He’d talked to Wolfe plenty, getting every detail the last time he was home, forcing Wolfe to repeat everything he knew more times than could be considered healthy. But Wolfe only had second-hand reports, and so it didn’t matter how many times Ishmael examined the details, he still knew pieces were missing.

      “The official story is that he had a heart attack,” Ishmael said slowly. “I find myself wondering if someone was instructed to lie about how he died. Of all the ways I expected him to meet his end, sudden heart failure wasn’t on the list. Unless the heart failure was caused by something like too much opium at a party, which seems entirely more plausible. He was forty-six.”

      Leony slid her fingers through Ishmael’s still damp hair, watching his expression again. Hers looked sad—her mouth turned down in the corners, her eyes soft around the edges. “Are you asking me if I asked someone to lie to save Gwilym’s reputation?”

      “I don’t know, your Majesty,” Ishmael admitted. “Usually I’m good about accepting that some things will never have answers, but—I don’t know. It’s harder to accept unanswered questions when the person you lost…”

      “Meant so much?” Leony supplied.

      Ishmael nodded. He didn’t trust his voice enough.

      “His healer was with him,” Leony supplied. Her fingers drifted across all the tattoos on his left shoulder, her whole hand sweeping across the intricate whorl of small tally marks that made a swirling pattern like a mosaic on his skin. She didn’t know the weight of the ink she touched, but Ishmael felt it, like those black lines sank past muscle and bone to hook themselves on his soul. He offered the cigarette to her so she’d stop touching them. “The Kaadayri man, with tattoos on the backs of his hands.”

      “Eilas Kheir?” Ishmael asked. “I thought he’d retired.”

      Leony nodded, blowing out another line of smoke. “He has, as I understand it. He was passing through White Crown, so he was staying with Gwilym when it happened. He’s the one who reported the death to us. I asked him to tell me the truth, at least—whatever story he wanted to offer to protect the dignity of the Deri family, I didn’t mind, but I wanted to know if it was something else. The healer swore it was heart failure. The poor man was so distraught over the whole situation.”

      Something uneasy took up residence in the back of Ishmael’s throat, bitter tasting and impossible to swallow. What was Eilas doing in White Crown? Their job taught them never to believe in the appearance of coincidence. So why was Deri’s most trusted but retired healer in White Crown when Deri was experiencing sudden and catastrophic heart failure? The last words Ishmael remembered from Eilas were if I never touch another fucking unhinged diplomat until my next lifetime, it will be ten lifetimes too soon. He must have been helping Deri with something, but what?

      “I understand he escorted Gwilym’s remains back to the west coast,” Leony continued when Ishmael didn’t speak. Her words lost their clipped edges, coming more freely, as they always did when they smoked together. More than once, Ishmael had wondered if she was the sort of person who enjoyed chatting but at some point convinced herself the inclination was dangerous, giving too much away, so tried to stop. “Gwilym’s wife wrote to me after, thanking me, although I couldn’t imagine what for. She said they gave his remains to the ocean because it’s the Lledewyddyd way, and they also had a Qasani priest to send the gods their prayers. I thought maybe you would like to know that. She said his conversion was meaningful to him. I have to admit, I was surprised. I never imagined Gwilym Deri to be the sort of man who would turn to faith.”

      “Why?” Ishmael asked, a bit of a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth as he took the cigarette back. “Because he was irreverent?”

      Leony shrugged, rolling toward him. She folded her hands together on Ishmael’s chest and rested her chin on her knuckles. “Among other things, yes. Irreverent, indulgent, stubbornly independent.”

      Ishmael turned his face away from her, blowing smoke toward the window. “And you think those things made him unsuited to prayer? Those same words  describe me.”

      Leony laughed, her face losing the last of its tension. “It isn’t easier to imagine you praying, Ishmael Saeati.”

      Ishmael grinned. He shifted one arm under the blankets so he could slide his hand down her back until he found the bottom of her chemise. He dragged it up, letting his fingers dance over her skin. She bit her lip, a soft groan rumbling from her throat, her back arching deliciously toward his touch. This, at least, was comfortable and familiar. This, he was good at. Touching another person, reading the cues their body gave, basking in the satisfaction of someone else’s pleasure. “That’s because you’re imagining stuffy, boring Sisters of the North Star, your Majesty. They tend to pray quietly about how grateful they are for everything. I think the people of the Dominion have forgotten what it’s like to pray to squabbling gods—the North Star and the Ash Child are liberators, of course, but ultimately they were just people, standing against the terrible might of the Godking. Qasani prayer is more… expressive, which seems to be how it was here in the Dominion before the Godking destroyed all the temples your people had. Our prayer is rather like an argument with the gods. At times, enough of a spectacle to draw an audience.” Another breath of smoke, in and out. He flicked ashes from the cigarette toward the fire, but they landed on the rug instead, sinking into one of his wet footprints. “And it involves opium for grieving and khat for celebrations and hashish for coping now and then.”

      “Is that what we’re doing?” Leony grinned, taking the cigarette back. “‘Coping,’ the pair of us?”

      Laughter rolled light and easy through Ishmael’s chest. He pushed his hand into Leony’s hair. He wanted to shake it loose of its plait so it would hang all about him in an auburn curtain, but Leony wouldn’t enjoy that. Maybe when the election was over, Ishmael would head west. Find the poppy farm and whichever Deri children still lived there, and pray with the Im-Aqi who served the whole family. Grieve there, with them, so that he could feel it properly instead of living his life half convinced Deri would show up at any minute to pull him out of this whole mess.

      “It only counts as coping if there’s a priest around,” he said, sending the words into the lavender scent of her hair. “Let’s call this adjusting.”

      “Adjusting to what?”

      “To all this cold weather,” Ishmael grunted. “I keep coming back during shit weather instead of coming back when it’s nice.”

      Leony laughed. She rolled off Ishmael to rest beside him, sprawling her limbs across the bed. The wind blew rain against their window as if to demonstrate the ferocity of Yaelsmuir weather, and Leony blew a line of smoke at the glass in defiance. “That’s because the terrible weather lasts most of the year in this part of the Dominion. There are two months to the year where summer is in full force, and it reminds me of the Salt Isles of the Southern Commonwealth, but mostly it’s just rain and freezing rain and snow.”

      The rain made twisting lines down the glass and dancing shadows on her face, making it seem like she was a part of the storm. Like the weather was trying to snatch them out of this comfort. But they were secure in the bed, the curtains of the canopy waiting to be pulled closed to block out the whole world. The hashish and the warmth of the bed unwound the tension from him, bit by bit. She offered the cigarette back to him, but he shook his head. Savvas’s hashish was strong, and he didn’t want to render himself fucking useless—all his fatigue was creeping up on him, settling in his joints, in his spine. It would be too easy to close his eyes and drift on the smoke a while, hover between sleep and wakefulness, sunk in half-numb oblivion, but that was a damned waste of a perfectly good night. He needed to talk, or move, or something.

      “It’s a good idea,” he said, dragging himself back up out of the listlessness. “Dangerous and bold and audacious and borderline rebellious, but good. People will never stop complaining, though. It won’t be an easy life for either of you.”

      Leony shrugged at that, taking a slow drag of smoke. “It never has been.”

      “You should marry him in secret,” he said. “As soon as possible, preferably before anyone even notices he’s arrived in White Crown. That way, Maes can’t argue against it or conspire to send Raheem away on some far distant deployment. Is he in the Dominion?”

      “He is,” Leony said. She stretched out toward the bedside table, crushing the cigarette in the heavy brass ashtray. “He’s in Teshii, ready to travel east if we come to a final decision.”

      Ishmael rolled toward her, wrapping his arms around her and pressing his whole body against her back. She was so warm, her thighs strong and soft as she angled herself back toward him. She melted into his arms, leaning her head back against him, letting him press his face into the thickest part of her hair. “Is there any reason not to go through with it?”

      Leony shrugged at that, her shoulders pressing against Ishmael’s chest. “‘Any’ reason? Sure. There’s a small hoard of the usual reasons. I never thought I would get married. I never thought I’d take the throne, either, so it doesn’t matter what I think. I don’t like being backed into a corner like this, and I resent the implication that my only valuable contribution to the future is making more Crowne babies. I worry about the lives I’ll upend. Raheem, for all his courage, probably doesn’t realize the scale of what he’s getting himself into. As you said, he seems rather stubbornly idealistic. Everything about his life will change, and I can’t promise him the change will be for the better. I’m not sure he understands the gravity of it. Not just for him, but for his siblings and his mother, who will suddenly become the Royal Family. Is it true they’re all adopted, the Deri children?”

      “Refugees from the Qasan,” Ishmael said with a nod. “Sadiya works with a charity that helps to direct refugees into established communities here so they have a safe place to settle. Sometimes children are orphaned by the journey over, or earlier in all the chaos—she finds them homes, too. Sometimes that home is hers.”

      Leony rolled toward Ishmael, draping her arm over his shoulders. Her eyes were heavy-lidded and content, her fingers tracing lazy circles on the sensitive skin between his shoulder blades, making his skin tight with gooseflesh. “Was it ever… strange? You and him, and then his wife.”

      “Strange? No.” Ishmael leaned down to kiss her shoulder, right beside the hem of her narrow sleeve. Her skin was deliciously soft beneath his lips, stirring him up out of the slow, melancholy mood, igniting his insatiable appetite. “Sadiya and Gwilym married for business. By the time I knew them, they were like-minded allies who cared for each other very deeply. Maybe it was challenging to figure out when they were younger—you know how young people are, all that passion and no sense—but by the time Deri and I started sleeping together, they had their boundaries well sorted. It’s not unusual for Qasani marriages to be layered like that. Some choose more than one zawraj—spouse-mate. Or some, like Deri and his wife, only have each other, and they’ve all their adopted Qasani children, and Deri puts his cock where it suited him.”

      A fresh spasm of pain seared through Ishmael’s soul. Saying wherever it suited Deri should have been the right thing to say. The pair of them made a career of pretending not to be overly attached to people. But the truth was so much more complicated than that, as heavy truths were wont to be. Reducing their relationship to wherever it suited Deri made him feel empty and alone, even with someone in his arms.

      “He was your teacher, wasn’t he?” Leony asked.

      Ishmael nodded. He kissed her lips to try to reignite the fire before the grief could catch hold again and ruin the evening. She leaned into the kiss, lingering like she was savouring the taste of him. Her mouth tasted like smoke, but also sweet, like dessert wine and tart fruit, the lingering flavours of Illea’s banquet. Savvas really was brilliant. “He was. He recruited me from the Academy, and he trained me in everything we do as diplomats. People make assumptions about him because I was young, but… Well. I’m very persistent when I want something.”

      She laughed at that, her head tilting back to reveal the long sweep of her throat. He kissed it, feeling her pulse race, the sound of her laughter chasing the last of the melancholy away. “You are very persistent indeed.”

      Her body was so wonderfully warm in his arms, reminding him that he wasn’t alone at all.

      He propped his head up with one hand, rising up out of the comfort of his pillow so he didn’t fall asleep. He let the other find her skin, wandering down far enough to reach the hem of her chemise again and then wandering back up, dragging the silk with him so he could run his fingers over the curve of her hip and then the dip her waist made while she lay on her side, and then her broad chest. She gave a little gasp, hooking her thigh over his hip. Each moment stretched out deliciously, the flames behind his back making her eyes sparkle, the hashish rolling through him to make everything blend together. His hand moved almost without his thought, back down between her thighs. He groaned at the wetness that greeted him. He wanted to touch it more, wanted to put his mouth on it, wanted to devour her. He shifted closer to her, until his cock pressed against her leg. A little groan escaped her throat, and her hand came down, fingers sliding across the underside of him and he kissed whatever skin he could reach. Her shoulder, her throat, the sweep of her jaw. The head of his cock pressed up against her but he couldn’t quite slide into her at the angle and it made his whole body ache for her. It was incredible the difference between her now and how stiffly she held herself only a few moments ago. It made him wonder, not for the first time, who she might have been if deaths in the family hadn’t forced her to take the Crowne. But that was a dangerous line of thought because he’d start applying it to himself—how might life have been different if only.

      Better to focus on this moment. Her skin was creamy and smooth and so indulgently warm. His fingers found the hem of her chemise again, pushing it up, up, his heart hammering with anticipation. How long had it been since he’d fallen into another person for company and pleasure and the thrill of release? He couldn’t even remember if he’d fucked anyone while he was away this time. Maybe he’d drifted through that whole deployment, only half-alive. Focused on the objective while pieces of him withered under the pressure of his grief and anger. But now here he was, with a familiar partner, and she was working toward a future he could almost hope for, and for the first time in a long time, he could say he was excited about something. It made him want her more. He wanted to turn this room into a shrine to her pleasure. But his treacherous, restless mind was still twisting through the future and all the ways the Dominion would change if she really married Raheem.

      “You know they’re all provincialists, every last one of them. It’s writ in their bones. It’ll be the biggest argument people will use against the whole idea.”

      He didn’t dare say the rest—that Deri wasn’t only a provincialist. He was a Crowne abolitionist, who thought the nation would be better off without royalty at all. At least some of his children agreed with him, though Ishmael wasn’t sure who exactly. And so did Ishmael, for all that he liked Leony specifically. The Crowne was a monument to a past that the Dominion had evolved beyond, and progress demanded governance by the people and not some family bloodline. Maybe once, Voth the Liberator had held the Dominion together after the Godking was destroyed. Revolution had a habit of making a country unstable, and Voth’s strong rule kept things relatively peaceful. But now? The Crowne no longer held the interests of the whole Dominion. Leony tried her best, but the things she said at the banquet highlighted her biggest blindspot. The Talented.

      “Depends on which branch of the Deri family,” Leony said, her voice gone breathy and unfocused, but the politics of it all had her, too, and the words tumbled out of her even as he slid a finger into her. Gods, she was so wet, and it took all the self-control he had to go slowly and let her speak. “Gwilym’s brood are provincialists, but his family history lies in privateering for the Crowne. It will help smooth things over, I hope. The intention is that we can strike a balance between Crowne authority and provincial autonomy—and what better way to demonstrate it than with a marriage to the most famous provincialists in the Dominion?”

      “Most infamous, I should think.” He pushed his face into her neck, kissing the spot where he could feel her pulse racing, sliding his tongue across the hollow beneath her jaw to taste her sweat. “I have to admit, I’m surprised you’re so eager to ally yourself with provincialists. I would have imagined the head wearing the Crowne would lean rather more toward Crowne loyalists.”

      “A weathered eye looks toward the future, Mr. Saeati,” Leony said. The hashish and the pleasure ravaged their way through her usual prim enunciation, and her words went breathy and less distinct. “And the easiest way to predict the future is to pay attention to the shifting politics of other countries. Power structures are shifting away from monarchies as self-governance grows in popularity. To try to fight the shift is to invite rebellion, and no one wants that. I want to pave the road to the future without the horrible bloodshed that comes with unrest. I’m hoping, by crowning Raheem Deri as King, the pair of us can strike a balance that maintains Crowne sovereignty while allowing provincial autonomy to stabilize and grow, for the benefit of every province.”

      She was right, of course. The collapse of the monarchy would be bloody and ugly, even if he thought it was right. It felt so treacherous, contemplating it while his fingers were wet from her, his Queen, whom he was sworn by his military career to protect at all costs. She was gasping in his ear, and he was contemplating the dissolution of the monarchy. But this marriage, it could protect her, the most compassionate monarch the Dominion had seen in a long time. So, maybe it wasn’t such a terrible thing for her to secure her position by marrying Raheem. Maybe Raheem and Leony together could steer the Dominion toward a more equitable future without the terrible bloodshed of a coup or a civil war.

      It thrummed in him with all the excitement he had early in his career, all the heady rush of shaping the world for the better, before all the cynicism and exhaustion caught up to him.

      Ishmael pulled his face out of her neck so he could look her in the eye. “Have there been whispers of war?” he asked, probably too innocently.

      Deri had been convinced that war was coming, but sometimes it was hard to gauge which of his opinions came from cynicism and which came from real threats. Just because I’m cynical, he’d grumble, doesn’t reduce the fact that the world is actively shit. Deri had been convinced that something was coming, something big and ugly, something that made him restless. Ishmael had thought they were in everything together, but at the end, it seemed like Deri was trying to protect him from something. And then he died. The fact that his healer was there when it happened only made him suspect that Deri was right.

      “There’s always whispers,” Leony said. Ishmael hated the answer, but it was true. “I’m sure you know that. But ideally this keeps them at whisper levels instead of giving them fuel to grow into more imminent plans.”

      Fucking Myron and this stupid election felt like a minor distraction compared to this. Maybe he would find time to slip down to White Crown and witness the wedding. Shake Raheem’s hand and look him in the eye and warn him about how bad his life was about to be while also congratulating him for taking the burden on himself. The Crowne family would loathe Raheem for this, but surely he knew that. He wondered if Raheem and his siblings had the same fears Ishmael did—that Deri’s heart attack was contrived somehow, or a lie to cover the truth that Maes was responsible. Maybe that was why Raheem was willing to accept the weight of the whole country onto his shoulders—maybe he was coming to White Crown to square things with Maes himself.

      A shiver ran down Ishmael’s spine.

      Maybe it would all result in war anyway, even though Leony was trying to prevent it. Maybe Raheem didn’t care half a wit for the Crowne or making peace. Maybe the road he was paving was one for revenge.

      “Well,” Ishmael said, pushing those thoughts out of his head before he really ruined his mood, “here’s to a peaceful marriage and a stable, prosperous country.”

      “Indeed,” Leony gasped. “Here’s hoping Raheem Deri is the man he needs to be to withstand the weight of it all.”

      His whole body buzzed with renewed energy, even as the hashish fought to turn him sedate and too slow. He wanted to ask how long Leony and Raheem had been planning this. Had Deri known? Gods, he would be proud and furious in equal measures, as he usually was when Raheem was involved.

      But she kissed him before he could find a coy way to ask more questions. He groaned against her, crushing their bodies together. She broke the kiss first to catch her breath, her whole body tense as she shifted enough to reach between them to touch his cock again, her hands trembling a little. Excitement maybe or anticipation, or the way all this future wound tightly in her bones and spilled around them both the more they talked about it, like their words made all the possibilities more real.

      Ishmael rolled away from her, onto his back. She followed him, rolling on top of him without hesitating. Straddling his hips. Kissing him with hunger that hadn’t been there before. All the excitement and the hashish had her finally, stripping her out of her cage of demure restraint.

      “You should come up higher, your Majesty,” Ishmael said. He slid his hands down her back again, dragging her chemise up to her waist. “Let me show you how deeply and enthusiastically I respect you.”

      Leony laughed, the sound lilting and a little wild. She sat up straight, pushing the blankets off her shoulders, that braid of hers so long the end of it tickled his navel as she worked her way up his body. He watched her face as she made her slow way up, watched the way she bit her lip and the way her eyes burned with the lust that crackled in the air between them like a storm, chasing away everything except how desperately he wanted to taste her. He shifted his arm so she could get her legs around his shoulders and settle on his face.

      He groaned, sliding his hands up her back, under her chemise, leaning up against her when she didn’t fully settle her weight against him. There was no better taste in all the world than that of someone’s pleasure. He licked her slowly, listening to the way her breathing changed, the way she settled against him in slow increments. Her pleasure felt so fucking good, making his body buzz, making his cock ache for her. He slid a finger into her as he sucked on her and that made her buck against him with delicious impatience, made her breath and her moans grow so loud that he wondered if the whole house could hear her. If servants gathered out in the hall to listen.

      Louder, he wanted to tell her, louder so the whole fucking city can hear you—

      And his treacherous mind wouldn’t let him escape Deri for long—he remembered too well what it was like to share lovers with him, what it was like to devour someone while Deri watched, what it was like to be so surrounded with sweat and passion and Deri’s voice in his ear, deep and rumbling and voracious. He could almost feel the weight of the bed shift, as it would when Deri crawled toward him, like the hashish in his mind trapped him somewhere between reality and his imagination, summoning Deri up out of the past to taunt him with something he couldn’t have, something he ached for with every shred of who he was.

      Don’t think about Deri—think about Leony—

      Her whole body trembled, rocked, her hands on the headboard above him to keep her weight still half hovering, her orgasm rolling through her in waves until she couldn’t handle the intensity anymore and she twisted away from him. Ishmael caught her thighs before he could get too far, kissing her skin, her knee, her thighs, her hips, teeth nipping softly against the sensitive skin to make her gasp and squirm. She laughed again, sweat glistening on her throat, her collarbone.

      “You are too good to me,” she gasped. “So self sacrificing in your respect.”

      “It is my immense pleasure, your Majesty,” Ishmael said.

      He nipped her thigh again and tried to ignore all the questions still swirling through his head. He should be satisfied, should be thinking about how badly he wanted to fuck her and make her scream for him, but the politics of it all wouldn’t let him go.

      She worked her way down his body, biting her lip again, watching his face. He pushed his hands up under her chemise, pushing the hem up higher as his hands climbed her body. Her chest was misted in more sweat, the beads of moisture dancing on her ribcage and along the sweep of her breasts, her nipples still deliciously hard. He sat up as she lowered herself onto him, groaning as he pushed the chemise up higher, bunching it under her arms as she wrapped them around his shoulders to hold their bodies together. His tongue found one hard nipple and she gasped, her hips rocking slowly, dragging across the whole length of him like she was teasing herself, and it took all the self-control he had not to grab her and hold her so he could fuck her harder. She didn’t like it, the pain, didn’t like control being taken away from her, didn’t like when he got rough, so he had to keep himself restrained. The pain was only fun if his partner enjoyed it, too.

      But keeping his hands under control only made it harder to control his wandering thoughts. “Is it true you gave gold Captain’s bars to the first Jitabvi to ever go to the Officer’s Academy?”

      Leony laughed, leaning back from Ishmael, but her hips didn’t stop. She rocked slowly, holding his shoulders for balance. “Ever the diplomat, Mr. Saeati,” she breathed. “Still fishing for the best gossip.”

      Ishmael grinned, sliding his hands down her back, grabbing her ass with both hands so he could guide her just a little faster. And the hashish trapped the pleasure, sending it through him in repeating waves that didn’t obey the laws of time. “I’ve been away a whole year. I have to catch up somehow.”

      Leony groaned, so deliciously loud, her head tilting back and making a long line of her neck. “You’re lucky I enjoy your company so much.”

      “Yes, your Majesty,” Ishmael said. He squeezed her ass harder, pulling their bodies together and shifting his weight so he could buck his hips into her and kiss her throat, tasting the rush of her heartbeat and the salt of her sweat. She wouldn’t let him kiss her on the lips until he washed his face but he could kiss her everywhere else. “I am exceedingly fortunate. The most blessed man in the Dominion.”

      She groaned and closed her eyes, clinging to him. Sweat gathered on both of them, the fire crackling beside them. “It’s true. Tevir Mahalouwan—one of Raheem’s men, and Raheem insisted it was time. I think he wrote me a hundred letters, vouching for Mahalouwan’s prowess. And he was right. Mahalouwan’s test scores were nearly perfect. Some people tried to accuse him of cheating, but there was never any evidence. He’s a brilliant man and he’ll be an invaluable asset to the Foreign Deployment.” She pulled him closer, pushing her face into his hair as she moved faster. “Does that satisfy your curiosity, or do you have any more questions?”

      “Ah—no more questions,” Ishmael laughed, laying a kiss on her collarbone, her sweat dancing under his lips. “I promise.”

      “Good.”

      She pressed her hands against his chest and he leaned back, settling his head on the pillow. She finally lifted her chemise over her head, revealing all her skin and her scars and the beautiful deep hue of her nipples that he wanted to put his mouth on, but she rested her hands on his chest like she wanted to keep him pinned. As if that would keep him quiet.

      He couldn’t stop thinking, couldn’t silence the endless loop of ideas that flitted through his head, but at least he could bask in the simple and fulfilling pleasure of letting the Queen ride him in Illea Winter’s house, after that perfect disaster of a banquet where most of Highfield glared at him as if it was a little bit his fault that Illea and Tashué made such a spectacle. The only thing that would have made the moment better was if the people of Highfield knew he was here. If they knew that the Queen of the Common Man took him to her bed because he was the most exciting person at Illea’s table, if he could watch the outrage and the scandal and the jealousy pass through their eyes.

      He wasn’t going to last much longer—he closed his eyes and clenched his teeth and tried to measure his breathing to delay the inevitable, but it wasn’t working, even though Leony’s pace was fading, like she was getting tired. It had been a while since last he fucked, and now he was half drunk and mostly high and sunk into a kind of excitement he hadn’t felt in years, something that felt entirely too much like optimism. A Deri, as King. Maes would chew on his own spine with the rage of it.

      He caught Leony’s hips and held her still, trying to catch his breath. But no. Even that wasn’t enough. Leony shifted her weight forward so she slid off him—they’d done this enough together that she knew. He groaned as he came, spilling hot across his own navel, across her thigh, the release rolling through his whole body.

      Leony rolled off him, settling on the pillow beside him and dragging the blankets back up to cover them both. Panting, gasping, sweating, pushing her hands through her hair as she tried to catch her breath.

      He should say something, maybe, or roll toward her to make sure she was satisfied, but his mind was working too much.

      “Whose idea was it?” Ishmael asked.

      Leony made an inarticulate noise that was pitched like a question.

      “Marrying Raheem. Whose idea was it?”

      “Ishmael,” she said, rolling away from him but shifting so the curve of her ass pressed against his hip, inviting him to fold himself against her. “Go to sleep.”
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      It felt strange to be walking through the Bay, wearing his best formal suit. Perfectly cut, especially now that he’d put on a bit of weight, velvet and silk and gold buttons, the best that Bellmore had to offer for his body and his style—but in Cattle Bone Bay. His overcoat cost more than a month’s rent. It made him stand out too much. Eyes lingered on him as he passed through the alleys and streets, making his way toward the Hive. If he had time, he would have changed before coming down here, but that meant changing again after he left. He had to get to the Imburleigh factory for the cursed Authority promotions. Illea wanted him there because she was still pretending to be an innocent bystander in Myron’s career, and Wolfe was all too happy to play along. So of course that was why Powell Iwan wanted to see him now. He liked to remind people how very important he was and demand Ishmael’s time when he didn’t have any to spare.

      Or maybe the reason he felt strange was the way the Market fire had set him so completely off balance. It didn’t matter how hard he worked to protect people, how carefully he manipulated the politics to try to improve people’s lives, how much he advised and plotted and maneuvered, sometimes the whole fucking Market caught fire, and innocent people kept dying no matter what he did. Sometimes, all he could do was dig corpses out of the rubble of someone else’s destruction.

      Ishmael grabbed newspapers as he walked through the Bay, getting as many different titles as he could. Powell would keep him waiting, and he might as well do some work while he was sitting around. He pulled the crime pages, the social rag, even the one foreign events page in the Bay, which tended to print mostly the salacious details of the sex lives of the royalty in other countries. To hell with foreign policy on the effect it might have on Dominion trade and thus the Dominion economy—which prince had gotten himself in trouble with his cock this time? The Bay was very consistent in their interests.

      Powell Iwan stationed himself on top of the Hive, in a room that was half office and half sitting room. Its position at the top of the Hive meant it caught all the warm air rising from the various halls and warehouses below; the fight hall especially generated a lot of heat with all those spectators jostling around the stage and the bar. The furniture in Powell’s room was all modest and rather old, nothing to hint at the immeasurable wealth under Powell’s name. The man could have moved across the river to Highfield and run his business from a manse on the high side of the city like generations of merchants before him. He’d been in Yaelsmuir for half a century or more, gathering wealth and power to make his name at least as big as Wolfe, Winter, or anyone else on the other side of the river, and he stayed in the Bay by choice.

      Ishmael headed all the way up, up the switchback stairs that felt far too flimsy for how high above the river they were. Like a strong gust of wind could knock it all down. Fuck the river and fuck the docks and fuck the Hive especially. Nothing good happened here.

      Vasska let Ishmael into the room, giving one of his small, shy smiles. Such a beautiful boy—young man now—with his blond hair and his blue eyes and his mother’s fine features. He hid that cunning mind with his little smiles and the way he didn’t quite meet your eyes until he had something important to say, and then you saw his lineage in the sharpness that he’d inherited or learnt from his grandfather.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Saeati,” he said, stepping aside.

      Ishmael checked his timepiece as he stepped into the door, shrugging out of his coat. He was going to be late, and Wolfe was going to be annoyed. “Afternoon, Vasska. How’s your grandad these days?”

      Vasska shrugged, his mouth twisting to something like a frown before he forced it back to a neutral expression as he took Ishmael’s coat. “He’s started his winter slide early this year. He had a hard night.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ishmael said. “I know how hard it is to watch it happen and not be able to do anything. When all of this political shit is settled, you and I will go have a drink somewhere, hey?”

      “Sure,” Vasska said. “When all of this is over, and we magically have nothing else that’s trying to fall apart and needs all our attention.”

      Ishmael laughed and followed through the apartment. “It sounds like you don’t believe that day will come any time soon.”

      “I don’t know how you got that impression,” Vasska said. “I see you brought plenty of reading material.”

      Ishmael tucked all the folded papers under his arm. “Of course. A diplomat likes to know the happenings of the world.”

      “Have a seat,” Vasska said, waving Ishmael to the small room with the extra potbelly stove. “He’ll be along as soon as he’s done testing your patience.”

      “Naturally,” Ishmael said, sinking into a sofa.

      There were other rooms up here somewhere, proper offices for Powell to sit and keep track of the news of his quarter and all the paperwork he produced to make the Hive look like it complied with all the city’s tax and import laws.

      Ishmael flipped through the newspapers as he waited, scanning the headlines, speed-reading through each article. An article about the Imburleigh event Ishmael was supposed to be at by now—the paper roasted the Imburleigh Armament Company for backing Myron, but treated Wolfe more gently. Ishmael couldn’t hide from the twinge of sympathy he felt for Mallory. If he knew her, she would be furious about backing Myron again, but the Imburleigh board of investors must be salivating over the arms contract Myron’s police force would need. Eirdis Redbone’s reporter was running excellent content about Wolfe and Tashué, priming people to talk about them for the next two years while the last of Wolfe’s Mayoral term ran out. Nothing about how Tashué got his White Shield story yet, even though Ishmael told Wolfe to run it, but that was probably because the news cycle had been subsumed by the Market fire. Tashué Blackwood the hero, who fought the flames for days.

      Another paper scorned Wolfe’s involvement in the Market fire, but asked why the tenement fire this morning didn’t get any such attention. The whole building was destroyed, but the fire was contained after a few hours and some well-timed rain, which was a good outcome as far as fires were concerned. The article deliberately ignored that the Market fire received so much press because it burned wildly out of control for days. Ishmael made note of the reporter’s name—he wondered if the paper was one of Rainer’s or not. Or maybe one of Powell’s for that matter. Although Powell worked with Wolfe reasonably well, it served his interest to make sure the Bay wasn’t too loyal to Wolfe.

      Another knock on the door had Vasska walking through the hall again. He was stiffer this time, his emotions hidden away—but Ishmael couldn’t see the door from where he sat.

      “Mr. Kaine,” Vasska said. “Thank you for coming.”

      Tension passed through Ishmael’s whole body, burning hot and painful before he forced himself to breathe through it and keep a calm exterior. Davik fucking Kaine. Why was he here, too?

      Ishmael did his best to avoid Davik Kaine as much as possible. The man was ambitious, ruthless, hungry for power like everyone else. None of that made him different, really—Ishmael had encountered plenty of dangerous people in his life, and he knew how to anticipate them and their greed. But the thing he didn’t like about Davik was the bastard was observant. There was always something a little too knowing in his eyes, and now and then he said things that made it seem like he knew things about Ishmael’s career. There was no conceivable reason for him to know anything about the diplomatic division. He was just a thug criminal in Cattle Bone Bay who used to be a thug rebel in Cruinnich.

      Ishmael kept his eyes down, shaking off the unease before Davik entered the sitting room. Thank fuck for the newspapers. He flipped to the foreign news. There were rumours that a rebel was rising in the desert outside Ibashah, uniting the Ibeh people to rise against the military that had overthrown the monarchy in a bloody coup. The Ghost Queen, they called her—allegedly, she was the murdered Ibeh Queen reincarnated. Ishmael couldn’t help but smile a little. He knew she would be resilient enough to survive after he’d helped her fake her death. He sent a prayer to the gods that she survived whatever she planned. She might have been Ibeh and not Qasani, but Ishmael thought the Qasani gods could still give people a little shove in the right direction if they so desired.

      “What are you smiling about, Saeati?”

      Ishmael didn’t look up when Davik entered. His voice—a low, buttery northland burr, surely exaggerated because no one from Cruinnich was that heavily accented—was too enticing, and his face was too attractive for his own good. All that charm made it so he was used to a certain amount of attention, and so when Ishmael refused to make eye contact it almost always got under Davik’s skin. “The King of Agrion has lost another concubine, apparently. They have a habit of escaping him.”

      “Maybe if the King of Agrion was better at pleasing his concubines, they wouldn’t be so eager to get away,” Davik said. He sunk down on the sofa beside Ishmael, stretching his arm across the back, immediately putting himself into Ishmael’s personal space. He was an expert at taking up as much space as possible.

      “Maybe you could give him some pointers about pleasing concubines even if you’ve got a small prick,” Ishmael said. “I’m sure he would appreciate your experience. Failing that, you could send your girls over to teach his concubines how to lie.”

      Davik snorted. He rested a hand on his leg and the tattoos on his fingers always caught Ishmael’s eye. He couldn’t help but wonder if Davik’s tattoos were for him or if they were part of his carefully considered appearance—but then, people wondered the same about Ishmael, so maybe he was a hypocrite for thinking about them at all. “It’s nice to know you spend so much time thinking about whether or not my cock will please you, Saeati. But even I have standards, so I’ll be keeping it to myself.”

      Ishmael laughed, glancing at Davik. He was dressed almost as finely as Ishmael, his suit of luxuriously soft wool tailored to compliment his athletic build. The colours were muted, the quality of it more subtle than Ishmael’s clothes. His beard and his hair were always trimmed and oiled so they gleamed nicely, hairs settling in exactly the right place, unlike Ishmael’s unruly waves that defied taming. “Are you trying to imply that I’m too much of a slut for you? That’s rich. What’s the matter, Davik? Intimidated by experience? Worried I’ll know you’re boring? The pretty ones like you are always boring. You depend too much on how exciting it is to be near you and don’t give enough attention to the important things like skills.”

      Davik winked, and Ishmael wanted to punch him in the face. “Ishmael Saeati, did you just call me pretty? I’m flattered, but my answer is still no.”

      Ishmael rolled his eyes, looking back down at the newsprint. He scanned through the article about the Ghost Queen again, trying to discern whatever details he could from the rumours, but they were vague and generally indistinct. He shifted through his pockets while he read, finding whatever bag of candy he had so he could keep his hands busy. It took the pressure off sitting still if his hands were moving or he had something to eat. His whole life felt like one big string of trying to find ways to use his energy before the build-up of it drove him out of his mind. Deri was the one who suggested he keep food in his pockets.

      The candy was an assorted bag of odds and ends, so Ishmael took whatever his fingers found first. A clove rock, the bright red and white candy infused with clove oil, giving it a delightfully powerful flavour to counter all that sugar. Deri hated the pungent taste of them. And somehow, that was comforting.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to be here,” Davik said. “What do you think this is about?”

      “Don’t know,” Ishmael said, rolling the candy with his tongue so that it sat between his cheek and his teeth, sucking on it as loudly and obnoxiously as possible. “Powell will let us know when he’s ready.”

      Ishmael bit down on the candy, and it shattered in his mouth with a satisfying crunch, spreading clove oil and sugar across his tongue. He flipped through the social pages last. There were strange details about Illea Winter’s sex life, which now included Tashué. Apparently he’d been seen with a few of the most beautiful, powerful women in the city since the banquet—like Mallory Imburleigh—which meant clearly he’d slept with each of them since Illea had so memorably entertained him. It was a load of shit. Ishmael would be annoyed that no one speculated about which of the beautiful men Tashué had slept with, except he knew that the editor of this particular paper was especially fixated on heterosexual couples.

      Ishmael reached into his pocket, pulling out another candy. A piece of salt water taffy this time.

      “Do you share your candy?” Davik asked.

      Ishmael smiled sweetly, pulling the wax paper off the taffy. “I only share with people I like.”

      Davik’s mouth quirked with another smug grin. “I love how you play hard to get to try to distract me from how uncomfortable you are.”

      Ishmael rolled his eyes again, looking down at the paper. Fucking Davik. “Sweetheart, you don’t make me uncomfortable. There’s nothing about you that’s threatening at all. You’re just a minor inconvenience while I sit here, waiting for Powell Iwan.” He popped the taffy into his mouth. “An unpleasant aroma lingering in the room. Like a fart.”

      Davik laughed like a man who knew he was far more than a minor inconvenience. Only the second most powerful man in the Bay. Powell had the Hive but Davik had his smuggling lines and his feral Talented who came to the Bay for protection. And his pugilist club, a front for all the money he needed to keep those smuggling lines healthy.

      He’d built enough power that he was posing a serious threat to Powell Iwan—it was probably the first legitimate rival Powell had faced since before Ishmael was even born. Which meant Powell would be planning to have Davik dealt with any day now.

      Vasska stepped back into the room carrying a pot of tea. Steam curled from the spout, smelling of all the herbs that would see Powell Iwan through another winter. Ishmael folded up the newsprints in time to watch Powell shuffle into the room, holding Adley’s arm to keep himself steady. He moved slow and had that glassy-eyed look—Adley must be giving him laudanum so he could sleep. Ishmael stood, setting the stacks of newsprint beside him on the sofa so that once Powell was sitting and settled, Ishmael could step around the table and shake his hand. Powell clasped Ishmael’s hand in both of his, something he’d started doing in the last few years as his health declined—the tiniest show of affection, or something like it. Or maybe it was an attempt to cling to someone younger and healthier than he was, like he thought it would save him from the inevitability of death.

      “Your hands are cold, boy,” Powell muttered, but his voice had that raspy quality that it did when he was coughing a lot. No surprise, given the ugly, wet weather.

      “They’re always cold, Mr. Iwan,” Ishmael said, his words a little mangled by the candy still in his mouth—taffy was hard to get rid of quickly, unless he swallowed it. “Even when it’s hot outside.”

      “Sucking on sweets again, are you?” Powell asked. “What’ve you got?”

      Ishmael shrugged, reaching into his pocket and pulling out the paper bag. “All sorts of things this time. I went to the candy store and took a big scoop from the broken candy jar. Got two whole bags for a half-crown.”

      Powell chuckled. “All that money you get from Wolfe and from your father’s watches, and you still spend each half crown like you don’t know when you’re getting the next one.”

      Ishmael shrugged again. “Growing up hungry leaves its mark on your bones.”

      “Aye, it does that. You and I have that in common.”

      “I have those clove rocks you like,” Ishmael said, opening the bag and shaking it around a bit to watch for the flash of white. “Would you like one? I also have sugar coated hazelnuts if you prefer.”

      “I can’t resist those clove rocks,” Powell said. “You’re good to have around, Saeati. Helps me remember what it’s like to be young.”

      “I try my best,” Ishmael said. He fished a clove rock out, the side of it chipped away. “There you are, sir.”

      “Thank you, son.” Powell took the candy and rested it on the edge of the saucer, next to his teacup. “Been home a whole two weeks, and this is the first time you come pay your respects. I expected you would have turned up sooner.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s this fucking election. Keeping up is running me ragged. I hardly have time to think a full fucking sentence, let alone going around to visit. And then the Market fire made everything worse.”

      “Mmm, is that why you’re looking so skinny?”

      Ishmael ran a hand down the front of his waistcoat. “Believe it or not, I’ve been putting weight on since I got home.”

      Behind Ishmael, Davik sighed. Fucking sighed and shifted in his seat, like he wanted things to move along faster. And hell, Ishmael wanted that too, but who sighed at Powell Iwan?

      Vasska stepped into the tension, carrying a teapot that curled steam behind him. Ishmael took his chance to sit, sinking back down beside Davik. The other man sat stiffly, his hands folded over his navel, his body coiled as tight as a clock’s mainspring.

      “There you are, Grandad, a fresh pot,” Vasska said, pouring some into Powell’s cup. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “That’s fine, boy.”

      “You haven’t eaten anything today, Grandad—can I make you something?”

      “Later.” Powell waved Vasska off. “Don’t you start nagging me now.”

      “Yes, Grandad,” Vasska said, retreating. But he didn’t leave. He lingered in the hall, close enough to listen.

      “He takes good care of me, that boy,” Powell said. Ishmael wondered if Powell knew Vasska was still hovering nearby. Something about the interaction seemed strange—why was Vasska going through such effort to draw attention to Powell’s ailing health when Davik was in the room? Why had Vasska removed himself from the conversation when he could have stayed, and why was he hovering within ear shot like he was hiding? Ishmael glanced up at Adley—did Adley know the interaction was strange, too? If he did, nothing showed on his face. “He’ll make a good father one day. I’ve been hoping he’ll start making his children while I’m still here, but he keeps me waiting.”

      “I think you’re right about that,” Davik said. The tension in him uncoiled a half measure or so—maybe that was Vasska’s intent. If it was, he’d broken the tension rather brilliantly. “About him being a good father, I mean. He’s got a lot of love in his heart, doesn’t he?”

      “He does indeed,” Powell said. “How many little ones have you got now, Kaine?”

      “Three in all, Mr. Iwan. Rowan’s fifteen now, and the girls, are five and seven. They went down the smugglers’ road with their mam this summer, since I was going to be so busy getting the club ready.”

      “Rowan Kaine doesn’t want to learn to be a smuggler?”

      Davik shrugged. “He wanted to help with the pugilist club. He’s been working as hard as anyone else, getting it ready. He’s excited for our first pugilist, whenever you find the right man for us.”

      Powell nodded, ignoring the implied question of when Davik might expect a pugilist for the club. The match for Eirdis was in a few weeks, as far as Ishmael was aware. He wondered what Powell was playing at, making Davik and Eirdis both wait so long for their fighter.

      “I hope your boy’s got more sense than mine ever did.”

      “Hard to tell if a fifteen year old has sense at all, innit?” Davik said. “Too much confidence at that age, not enough wisdom or fear.”

      “Truer words,” Powell muttered. “Enjoy the little ones whilst they’re still so small. Doesn’t last near long enough.”

      “No sir, it most certainly doesn’t. I miss ’em something fierce when they’re gone.”

      “What about you, Saeati?” Powell asked. “Do you have any children?”

      No point lying about it to Powell because he’d probably find out eventually—if he hadn’t already—and he’d be furious if Ishmael didn’t tell the truth. Knowing Powell, he’d known the truth since the day Ishmael’s daughter was born. “Just the one, that I know of. She’ll be twenty now, or thereabout.”

      “You think there are a lot you don’t know about?” Powell asked.

      Ishmael shrugged. It felt strange, acknowledging his daughter in front of Davik. So few people knew. “I try not to make accidental humans anymore, Mr. Iwan. If I can’t take care of them, I’ve no business making them, have I?”

      Powell snorted. “I know the reputation you have, boy. You can’t honestly tell me it’s all lies.”

      “The rumours are all true, Mr. Iwan. Every single one of them. Especially the ones that contradict each other. Anyway, I can’t make accidental humans in someone’s mouth, can I? Or if I fuck men.”

      Powell shrugged. “You have the opposite problem that I ever did. Wasn’t so much interested in all the fucking, but I wanted the children. I got a load of idiots, but at least one of those idiots made Vasska.”

      “I wanted them. Especially when I was younger,” Ishmael said, picking up the newsprint from the sofa and folding them all together, resting them in his lap. He wasn’t expecting to talk about children and hopes and dreams, and it all sat heavily in his chest. So many of the things he’d wanted had slipped through his fingers like so much ash. “But the division makes things like a future and a family hard to plan for.”

      “Boy, life in its entirety makes a future and a family hard to plan for.” Powell shifted in his seat, waving a hand like he was batting Ishmael’s foolishness away. “All you have is this moment. Your heart could stop right now, or a stroke could destroy your brain, or a feeble old man could decide he’s had enough of your shit and have someone open your throat for you. I won’t, because your shit is useful to me. And you’re good to Vasska and that’s about all I care about these days. But you never know what’ll happen in a moment. So you want children? Good. Go make them while your cock still works. The way you fuck around, I’m sure you’ll double the population of the Bay for me with your little Saeati bastards. But don’t for a moment think the future is a thing you can control. All you can do is roll the dice as many times as the world lets you before you find yourself standing in front of the Keeper of the Keys.”

      “Yessir, Mr. Iwan. Hard to argue with advice like that.”

      Powell nodded like he was satisfied. “I suppose you’ll be getting impatient to hear my answer about Losek.”

      Who the fuck is Losek?

      Davik gave a little shrug. “You know me so well, Mr. Iwan.”

      Powell lifted his mug and took a few sips. “He’s a gambler?”

      “Yes, sir, Mr. Iwan,” Davik said. “Has a staggering amount of debt with bookies around the city. We thought we would scrub him off quick, make it look like he skipped town.”

      “Excuse me for cutting in, Mr. Iwan,” Ishmael said, “who is Losek?”

      “I’m getting there, boy—be patient,” Powell said, flicking his fingers at Ishmael like he was scolding a dog to sit. “A guard at the Rift, isn’t that right, Mr. Kaine? And your plan is that you’ll put in someone else, someone you can work with?”

      “It’s all taken care of, Mr. Iwan,” Davik said. “Once Losek is gone, the people most likely to take his job are people willing to work with me, and then I’ll finally be able to get the Blackwood boy out, along with a few of my people.”

      The words hit Ishmael like a jolt of electricity. The Blackwood boy—this is about Jason.

      Powell nodded at Davik. “You’ve put a lot of thought into it.”

      “Yes sir, Mr. Iwan,” Davik said. “I wouldn’t waste your time with half-ideas that ain’t ready yet. But now that we have this, we need to move quick. The Breeding Program wants him and I can only fuck their paperwork for so long.”

      Another nod, and then Powell pointed a bony, arthritis-bent finger right at Ishmael. “I want him to do it.”

      Something hot buzzed in Ishmael’s ears. This isn’t what he imagined when he asked Powell for help with Jason. “I don’t like killing in Yaelsmuir, Mr. Iwan.”

      “I don’t give half a shit what you like, Mr. Saeati,” Powell muttered into his cup. “You came to me all in a lather, wanting that Blackwood boy out of the Rift. I’ll pay any price for him, you said. I haven’t the resources to smuggle him out in a hurry, you said, so please Mr. Iwan, I never ask you for anything, would you please help me.”

      Ishmael sighed, picking lint off his trousers to keep his hands busy. At least they were steady. They never shook in tense moments like this, thank fuck. “I don’t recall being that melodramatic.”

      “You’re right, you weren’t,” Powell said with a grin. “But I hear what isn’t said, don’t I? Canny old man, I am, and I know that if Ishmael Saeati comes to me for help, he’s got his heart on the line, hasn’t he? He can play cool and uninterested, but he’s not a man that asks for things unless it means something big. So I’m giving you your something big, aren’t I? The Blackwood boy is getting out even though I don’t like fucking around with the Rift. It brings too much attention this way if it goes wrong. But I thought about it, and I decided that boy is worth it. And Mayor Wolfe, he must be real invested in those Blackwoods if he’s ready to send you tiptoeing around those precious laws of his. So I’ll allow it. Our Mr. Kaine here needs to scrub Losek to get it done, fine—but I want it done by you personally, Saeati. I trust you to take care of it the way I like.”

      “With all due respect, Mr. Iwan, I don’t need any help,” Davik said. “My people are highly capable, and we’ve been working on this for a long time.”

      Powell laughed. “Whenever someone starts a statement with the words ‘with all due respect,’ I always know I’m about to be disrespected.” Powell paused to sip his tea, letting Davik’s tension coil up again. “I don’t give a single rat’s turd what you think your people are capable of, Mr. Kaine. You owe me this, and you’ll do it, or you and I will be renegotiating the terms of all our agreements.”

      “How do I owe you this?” Davik scoffed. “I haven’t asked you for anything—”

      “Edgar Hale has,” Powell interrupted. “And you’re responsible for his debts, so yes, sir, you owe me this and more. I’ll give Hale what he wanted—my idiot fighter will take his beating and get his nose out of your business. And in return, I take my price from you.”

      Davik took a deep breath, his jaw clenched tight, but then he exhaled and unwound. “Edgar Hale is an idiot and he doesn’t speak for me, Mr. Iwan. I don’t even know what fighter you’re talking about.”

      “Then you’d best put a muzzle on Hale, Mr. Kaine, because he seems to think he does. He’s a rabid dog, shoving his big ugly face into matters that don’t concern him and biting my people. And just like a dog owner is responsible for his mongrel when it hurts people, you’re going to settle his debt with me right now. My fighter is going to take his beating like a man because he’s got a good, stubborn head on his shoulders, and I trust him to stand, but you’re going to pay the healer’s bills to save his life when it’s over—and Ishmael Saeati is making Losek vanish without a trace so no one will have reason to think the Bay was involved. You’re putting my business in jeopardy, fucking around with the Rift.”

      “We appreciate that, Mr. Iwan,” Davik said. “That’s why we came to you first, and that’s why we put together a solid plan. It will look like he ran from his debts—we’ll have someone trash his apartment like they were looking for him, and we’ll take things a man on the run might want. It’ll be quiet. No one will connect it back to you.”

      “You’re fucking right about that, and that’s why I want him to do it,” Powell said, pointing at Ishmael again. “He knows what he’s doing. Not like your lot, a bunch of rebel malcontents who think they’re soldiers. He knows how these things are done quietly in the Bay. It’s him or my answer is no.”

      “And what does a diplomat know about killing?” Davik asked.

      “I don’t fucking care what a diplomat knows, but this boy is born and raised Bay, and he knows how I like things done,” Powell said, his voice getting that hard edge he had when he was losing patience.

      “Yes sir, Mr. Iwan,” Ishmael cut in. “Whatever you say, sir. We’ll get it done.”

      “Good boy,” Powell said. “I knew I could count on you.”

      “Of course, Mr. Iwan.”

      Powell flicked his fingers at Davik. “You can go, Mr. Kaine. Our Saeati will present himself to you tomorrow so that you can tell him where to find Losek.”

      “Yes sir, Mr. Iwan.” Davik pushed himself to his feet, smoothing out his clothes. He pulled his coat from the hook by the fire, retreating.

      “Mr. Kaine,” Powell said, of course waiting for Davik to be halfway out of the room so he had to pause and come back, “one more thing.”

      “Of course, Mr. Iwan,” Davik said, his voice clipped, his pretty northland burr fading a little like he couldn’t quite hang on to the farce of over playing it when he was so angry.

      “It would be a real shame if Edgar Hale skipped town before my people had a chance to balance the scales with him. If he disappears, I’ll have to send people looking for him, and I’ll be damned if I haven’t got better things for my people to do than running around after a wet turd like fucking Hale.”

      “Yes sir, Mr. Iwan,” Davik said, pulling on his coat with short, sharp movements. “I’ll make sure Edgar hasn’t got any reason to think he needs to disappear.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Kaine. I appreciate your cooperation, as always.”

      Davik left quietly, but his anger lingered in the room after he was gone. And Vasska, still listening. Making himself busy so he could overhear without looking like he was going to intrude.

      “How long will it take, do you think, for Kaine to get that Blackwood boy out?” Powell asked finally.

      Ishmael shrugged. “I don’t know, Mr. Iwan. I only just found out he was the one planning all of that now, when you told me I’m going to help him.”

      “You’ll find out for me,” Powell said. “When you talk to Kaine, see if you can gauge how long they’re thinking.”

      “Yes sir. I would say it won’t be long, though, not if they actually mean to get Jason out safely. Gossip is that it was Jason who broke the suppression.”

      “Aye, I heard the gossip,” Powell said. “That’s why I’m letting this all happen, and that’s why I want you involved. I don’t want that Blackwood boy in Kaine’s hands when this is over. You’ll make sure that boy knows who can keep him safe, won’t you?”

      “Yes sir, Mr. Iwan. I’ll make sure he knows that you’re the one in control of the Bay.” This wasn’t exactly what he hoped for when he came to Powell for help with Jason, but it was better than nothing. He’d have to make Tashué understand how things really worked in this city, keep Tashué from doing something stupid. But hopefully the prospect of getting Jason out finally would eat through his usual rigid, self-righteous bullshit. “I suspect Jason will be inclined to like what Davik has to say, though. He spent all those years in the Rift because he didn’t want to register, and Davik’s got all those feral Talented with him—I expect he’ll fall in with them all pretty quickly.”

      Powell grunted. “That’s why you’ll do Kaine for me, too. After the Blackwood boy is out.”

      Ishmael stifled a sigh. Just because he’d seen it coming didn’t mean he liked it. He didn’t want to get involved with Kaine. “You want me to take care of it?”

      Powell shrugged, picking up the clove rock and turning it around a few times between his fingers. “Don’t pretend you’re surprised. The man is too stupid and too arrogant to know when to fall in line. He’s outstayed his welcome in my city. His time is running out. And lucky for me, I have this wonderful Qasani boy who is very good at what he does, and he does what I ask. He knows what his purpose is, even though he says obnoxious things like ‘I don’t like killing in Yaelsmuir.’”

      “Yes sir, Mr. Iwan,” Ishmael said, even though the words ‘he knows what his purpose is’ scorched like a hot brand on his soul. Some days, he’d give anything for his purpose to be anything else. “How much time does Kaine have left?”

      Powell grunted, picking up the clove rock and turning it round and round between his fingers. “We’ll see, won’t we? He’ll get that Blackwood boy out for me, and then we’ll see. Tell me: do I have to worry about the father?”

      “The father?”

      Powell nodded, putting the clove rock in his mouth and sucking on it slowly. “The Blackwood boy’s father. He’s got the tin. He’s getting the brass today at the Imburleigh event you’re dressed so pretty for. Do I have to worry about him, or does he understand that he doesn’t carry that fucking badge in my quarter anymore?”

      “I’m sure Captain Blackwood understands that things are done a certain way around here,” Ishmael said slowly. Even though he was certain that the collision of Powell Iwan and Tashué Blackwood would exhaust all of Ishmael’s skill. He wasn’t Tashué’s keeper, and he didn’t owe Tashué anything. And yet—for all that Ishmael couldn’t be honest with anyone about the details of his career, somehow Tashué still managed to see the shape of all the things Ishmael couldn’t say, and that earned him a certain amount of loyalty. Enough that he didn’t want to see Tashué devoured by Powell’s ruthlessness.

      “Does he?” Powell pressed. “Are you sure? Because that big idiot wore his badge into my fight hall a few weeks ago, almost started a riot.”

      “That’ll be the night he broke a man’s face with an ashtray, I imagine. I would have loved to see that.” Ishmael pulled another candy out of the bag, this time a broken half of a lemon drop. “If I know him, he’s learned his lesson.”

      “You better make sure,” Powell said. “Damn fucking sure. I won’t have him down here interfering with things, you hear me? I know you have some kind of relationship with him, so maybe you can keep him out of trouble.”

      Fucking Tashué. Hopefully Ishmael could convince him fast enough to keep him alive, or Powell would send someone else to make his body disappear. “Yes sir, Mr. Iwan. I imagine you want Hale gone, too. Who’s taking care of him?”

      “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about Hale,” Powell said.

      “Yes sir, Mr. Iwan.”

      “Good boy.” Powell sipped his tea again, nodding to himself. “I knew it would be easy with you. I wish my idiot sons had been half as smart as you, Saeati. It’s too bad you offered yourself up to the division. I would have liked to have more of your time.”

      Ishmael stifled a sigh, giving another shrug. “I thought the Academy would give me what I wanted.”

      “Oh, and old Powell couldn’t get you anything?”

      Ishmael spread his hands. “What can I say? I was sixteen and in love with a girl from the other side of the river. I thought if I could get into the Academy, it would be a respectable enough career move that her family would let her marry me.”

      “And instead that Deri scooped you up, turned you into a diplomat,” Powell said.

      Ishmael shrugged. “Deri saved me. But he also doomed me, I think. Things never quite go the way we hope, do they?”

      “No, they never do,” Powell said. “At least I’ve got my boy, Vasska. Vicious smart, he is, for all his soft soul. You’ll watch out for him, won’t you? Once I’m dead. He could use a man like you at his shoulder.”

      “I’ll do my best, Mr. Iwan.”

      Powell nodded. “That’s all I can ask, isn’t it? Off you go, then. I know the General doesn’t like it when you’re late. Send him my regards.”

      Ishmael nodded, pushing himself to his feet. “Absolutely, Mr. Iwan.”

      Ishmael tucked the papers under his arm and headed for the door. Vasska met his eye—was there panic there, or maybe grief? Maybe not. The look, whatever it was, was too cold a thing. Calculation, maybe. A decision.

      “I look forward to when we can have that drink, Mr. Saeati,” Vasska said.

      “Any time you like, Vasska. Just let me know when.”
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      Davik hadn’t left. He leaned against the side of the carriage, while Oskar the driver did his very best to pretend Davik wasn’t there at all. Davik nursed a cigar while he waited, blowing smoke into rings that twisted into the wind. He grinned around the cigar when Ishmael approached, a tattooed hand coming up to pull the cigar out of his mouth.

      “I thought I’d catch a ride with you, since we’re headed the same direction,” Davik said, smoke drifting from between his lips as he spoke. “Since we’re working together now and all.”

      Ishmael stifled a sigh. He was too busy and too tired to deal with all the cock measuring that was about to happen. This fucking event—he didn’t want to go to the Imburleigh factory and he didn’t want to see Illea or Mallory, and he definitely didn’t want to see Rainer or Myron. And he didn’t want to deal with fucking Davik’s ego. He should have retired years ago, when he still had the chance. He could be in his father’s watch shop right now, building beautiful things with his hands. Or he could be at the factory in the Industrial quarter, supervising the incredible machines and craftsmen that made Saeati movements to be shipped to jewellers all over the world. Instead, other people were doing those things, and he was stuck forever fighting with politicians and crime lords. He was just fucking tired. Thirty-six was too young to be this eternally tired.

      “Fine,” Ishmael muttered. “At least open the door for me and let me in.”

      Davik stepped aside, opening the carriage door and giving a bow. “After you, then.”

      Ishmael stepped up into the carriage, sinking down into the bench. Davik settled with him, blowing smoke out the door before he pulled it closed. Ishmael should have known better than to go to Powell Iwan for help with Jason, but he hadn’t seen any other choice—he didn’t have the resources to get Jason out, not on a tight timeline, especially not after the rumours about what he’d done with his Talent. If only Tashué had asked him sooner.

      “I know you think you’re hot shit in this city, Saeati, but I won’t have you coming into my business and fucking it up,” Davik said. The carriage rattled down the street, the Bay cobbles especially uneven and throwing the carriage around a little too much. “You can do this one, but then I want you gone again.”

      “It would be my immense pleasure to get myself right back out of your business as swiftly as possible,” Ishmael said. “I don’t give a shit about you, Davik. I don’t give a shit about your people. I don’t give a shit what you’re doing with that fancy little pugilist club of yours. You can play King of the Talented in your little corner of the Bay, and I truly couldn’t care less. Powell Iwan gave me an order, I obey, and that’s the end of it.”

      “Gave you an order, is it?” Davik asked. “And Ishmael Saeati, the good soldier who always follows orders, does what he’s told without question. Is that it?”

      “That’s exactly it.”

      “So who are those Blackwoods to you, hey?” Davik asked, and the mellow tone of his voice did nothing to put Ishmael at ease. “They must be special if they’re enough to make you go asking favours of Powell Iwan.”

      “It’s nothing,” Ishmael said. “General Wolfe wanted it, and Powell Iwan was the only person I could think of who could make it happen in a hurry.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Saeati,” Davik said, his chin dropping, his dark eyes flaring with the threat.

      “Don’t take that fucking tone with me, Davik,” Ishmael snapped. “I’m not playing games with you, alright? I’ll stay out of your business, and you can stay the fuck out of mine and then we’ll part ways when we’re done.”

      Davik moved fast, pushing Ishmael into the corner of the carriage. Davik was taller than Ishmael, his body lean and strong, crowding Ishmael easily. His hand closed around Ishmael’s throat, squeezing hard on the sides so Ishmael could breathe and speak, but the blood flow to his brain slowed to a crawl. Ishmael caught Davik’s wrist, but there wasn’t anywhere for Ishmael to retreat to.

      “Except you are in my business already, aren’t you?” Davik said, the words sliding slowly through his accent. “You’ve asked Iwan for your little favour, and now you’re in the middle of everything, aren’t you?”

      “Oh, Davik,” Ishmael breathed, sliding his hands up Davik’s thighs, so close now, the jostling of the carriage making Ishmael’s head crash against the wood panelling, driving their bodies even closer together. Ishmael slid his hands up to Davik’s hips, his thumbs trailing along either side of Davik’s cock, barely brushing it as he went, feeling the outline of it. Let Davik think he was in charge, let Davik think Ishmael was just a slut. “You were pretending to be uninterested in me, but now I know you want to fuck me. I love getting roughed up.”

      Davik laughed, shifting until he was kneeling on the bench between Ishmael’s legs, looming over Ishmael, taking up the entire field of Ishmael’s vision. “Oh yeah? Are you offering me a good time, Saeati?”

      “The best time you’ve ever had, sweetheart,” Ishmael rasped. He leaned into Davik’s hand, crushing himself against Davik’s palm, and it was enough to make Davik back off a little. And the distance was proof that he was bluffing. Maybe he put his hand on Ishmael, but he still wanted Ishmael to talk, and he didn’t want to get in shit with Powell over the business with the Rift and Jason Blackwood.

      “You give Tashué Blackwood a good time? Is that why you’re so eager to get his son out of the Rift? Is that why you’ve made it my fucking problem?”

      “Wolfe told me to,” Ishmael said again. If he had to, if he really had to, he’d take Davik by the cock and fucking twist but it would be easier to work with him if he didn’t. “I’ve entertained half this city, Davik. If a good fuck was all it took to get me to interfere with people’s lives, I wouldn’t have any free time left. Wolfe needed it so I did it.”

      “Why?” Davik relaxed his grip on Ishmael’s throat to give Ishmael the benefit of a bit more blood in his brain. “Why does Wolfe give half a bloody shit about Tashué Blackwood and his wee tainted son?”

      “It was Blackwood’s price for running for Mayor.” Gods, let it be enough to convince Davik. “Wolfe wants to retire the next cycle, go back to White Crown a while to be the good hero, fighting for provincial autonomy and all that shit. He wants Blackwood to run for Mayor next, and Blackwood was worried about his son and what would happen if he went against Rainer in this stupid election.” Ishmael slid his hand across Davik’s cock again. “All this rough play, Davik, I’m starting to get turned on. Are we having fun or what?”

      Davik finally broke, slapping Ishmael’s hand away. “Touch me like that again, and I’ll break your fucking fingers.”

      “So do it already,” Ishmael snapped. “Go ahead. Why stop at breaking them? Why not just slice one right off, hey? There’s something real impressive about a trophy like a man’s thumb. All you need is a good sharp knife and then you cut right over the knuckle and pop. You’ve got a new charm to hang around your neck. Then people will know you really mean business instead of this half-assed bullshit with your hand on my throat. I’ve had lovers that fucked rougher than this.”

      “How come a diplomat knows so much about killing people and cutting off fingers?” Davik asked.

      “It’s got nothing to do with diplomacy, Davik, and it’s got everything to do with growing up in the Bay. Not everyone has the benefit of rolling into town with a shit load of money and a chip on their shoulder like you. Some of us had to fucking survive.”

      Davik grunted, letting go of Ishmael’s throat and retreating. “Sure, Saeati. Whatever you say.”

      Ishmael tried to smooth out the silk of his tie, but Davik had crumpled it too much. He worked the knot open, dragging it out of his collar. “I don’t know why you’re so fucking agitated. You’re coming out ahead in this deal. Jason Blackwood has incredible Talent—he’s the one that broke suppression. He’s the sort of kid you would love, I’m sure. Anti-Authority, stubborn as hell, brave enough to last three years in that place, and powerful. He’ll fold right in with your harem of Talented or whatever it is you have going on at that pugilist club.”

      Davik laughed at that. “Harem, is it? Is that what they say I’m doing?”

      Ishmael snorted, shaking out the cravat and smoothing it on his leg. “As if you don’t know what people say about you.”

      The carriage stopped. “The pugilist club, Mr. Saeati.”

      Ishmael reached out, snatching Davik’s cigar from his hand and taking a slow puff, blowing smoke at Davik’s face. “Your stop, Mr. Kaine.”

      Davik slid toward the door, leaving his cigar in Ishmael’s hand. “I want you out of my business as soon as this is done. This ain’t an open invitation for you to come stick your filthy hands in my club on Iwan’s behalf.”

      “Why’s that, Davik?” Ishmael asked. “What are you afraid I’ll find down there?”

      “I don’t give a shit what you find.” Davik pushed the door open, unfolding his long body and stepping out onto the street. “I just don’t like your smug fucking face.”

      Ishmael took another drag from the cigar, and flicked it at Davik before he could close the door. It sailed past Davik’s head to land somewhere behind him in a gutter, and Davik snorted and pushed the door shut. The carriage rattled down the street again, the horse’s hooves clacking against cobbles, shaking Ishmael in his seat.

      Fuck everything.

      He shook out the tie and folded it again so that the vibrant stripe of plum purple sat down the centre of the knot he was about to make. Quick motions saw it wrapped under his collar, the knot precise and plump below the apple of his throat, the long ends tucked into the front of his waistcoat. It was enough to make him look like he was in control.

      But not enough to make him feel like he was in control, and not enough to take the weight out of his chest. It was going to be a long night.
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      “It’s time for me to go,” Stella said.

      It didn’t matter how long Tashué had been preparing himself for this moment; it still hurt to hear her say it. The words slid into his chest, the blade of a knife. He swallowed the pain and any words he might have said. Nothing he could say would help.

      “I expect you to come find me,” she said. “Don’t make me wait too long.”

      He kissed her face. Buried himself in her hair. Breathed in the scent of her. “I’ll come as soon as I can.”

      To promise anything more than ‘as soon as I can’ was a lie.

      Dawn broke late this time of year, and the sun hadn’t made its way up the horizon yet. His room was only partially lit by the brights outside his window, the cold light that washed colour out of his his world. He’d slept all day and all through the night, and a twinge of guilt ate at a part of him. Had she left the bed while he was asleep? Had Kazrani fed Ceridwen while Tashué and Stella lay tangled together in these blankets, their bodies worn and weakened by the trials of the last few days?

      At some point, Rhodrishi had come for both of them, his Talent spreading into them so that they were all the same person, their Talent becoming a braid that caught on all the things they had in common. And Tashué tried to push the guilt away. He hadn’t slept well since… since he found Stella on the stairs of the Facility. Since then, he’d been shot, he’d killed a man, he’d broken away little pieces of the person he told himself he wanted to be. At some point, he had to stop and sleep.

      But he still couldn’t help but wish he’d spent a bit more time with Ceridwen and Stella. Before they left.

      Tashué rolled away from Stella, finding matches to light the oil lamp. To give them enough light to see by. Stella dressed in travelling clothes that Tashué bought for her in the blur of days since learning she was leaving. Trousers and a linen shirt and a waistcoat made of thick wool with plenty of pockets for all the little things you needed at hand in the wilderness. A button-up knitted sweater and a jacket loose enough to fit over it. All of it colours of the autumn forest; brown and burnt orange and weather-worn tan, so she would blend into the rugged wilderness. She pulled her hair into a simple braid to keep it out of her face. She looked ready to conquer the world. She looked tired. She hung her coat from the back of the door, ready to gather it up when it was time to go. Heavy leather, lined with fleece. Calfskin gloves and a knitted scarf stuck out of one of the pockets.

      He’d never seen her in trousers before. They were the natural choice for wilderness travel and sitting astride the saddle, so he hadn’t thought much about it when he bought them for her. Three years, she’d been living beside him, but she always wore skirts and bodices—the Facility uniform was structured and formal, and her personal clothes were worn and patched and darned, but always skirts. Three years. He wished he’d tried to know her sooner. Maybe all of this could have been avoided.

      He rolled from bed, too, putting a hand to the bullet wound. It was healing well already, but the pain was deep in the muscle tissue, like the body remembered how terrible the trauma was and rejected the possibility that it could be so well healed after so short a time.

      “Lieutenant Mahalouwan said she would meet us at the hospital with horses,” Stella said softly. The apartment was quiet—Ceridwen must still be sleeping. She passed him his trousers, from one of the Bellmore suits Illea had bought for him because he was supposed to be a politician or something. “And supplies. Rhodrishi said it takes about three weeks in good weather to get up into the mountain valleys. But this isn’t good weather, so. We might stop there—he said there’s a traveller’s settlement that’s well hidden. And if we have to wait there for the spring thaw, so be it. We’ll be well sheltered, at least.”

      Her voice trembled and she bit off the last words like she was afraid to let the emotion out. Tashué caught her in his arms, pulling her against his body, the coarse wool of her clothes scratching against his bare chest, against the scabbed knot of the bullet wound. Tashue kissed her hair again, wrapping the braid around his hand to feel the strength of it.

      “I’ve missed the mountains,” she said.

      “Did Kaz say anything about getting guns?” Tashué asked. “She probably still has her rifle—you said you were better with a rifle than a pistol?”

      Stella nodded. “My father taught us both how to hunt game. Aelwyd and me.”

      Tashué reached for the rifle he kept, the relic of his military history. He hadn’t used it much since he’d retired. Shooting clay pigeons outside town with Kaz, teaching Jason how to handle guns. “Maybe this will serve you better than my old pistol. Grab the lamp.”

      Stella followed him to the kitchen with the oil lamp, shielding her hand in front of the flame to protect it while they walked to the sitting room. He lay the rifle on the coffee table and took the gun oil from the top shelf of his kitchen, grabbing a rag from the counter. Some pressure built itself in his bones as he moved, something vicious and angry, unlocked by the weight of the rifle when he carried it, the cold metal and the wooden stock all so familiar to his hand that it could have been a part of his body. But he wasn’t going to use it. It felt wrong. It sent sparks of tension through his marrow. He wanted to go with Stella and Ceridwen and protect them both from the whole world, but he couldn’t leave Jason behind.

      Stella found his other oil lamps, lighting a few of them and setting them at the table so he could see what he was doing. Not that he needed to see. These movements were as natural to him as breathing.

      “The army shipped us these guns when they sent us up to the Black Ridge,” Tashué said. His hands didn’t need him to think as he went through the routine of cleaning all the dust away, oiling all the moving parts, racking the lever action a few times to make sure it moved smoothly. “The Jitabvi companies were always late getting the newest supplies, but Maddox fought for these repeaters when he found out where we were going. He knew it was going to be shit before we even got there.” He used a piece of a mirror to catch the light, shining it into the barrel so he could look down the long metal tube and make sure it was still unobstructed. “These guns saved a lot of lives up there. We wouldn’t have been able to hang on as long as we did with the single shot rifles we had before. This holds ten. I know they have Imburleighs now that hold up to fifteen, but… this gun won’t let you down.”

      “Tashué, I can’t take that,” Stella said softly. “It’s a national relic. Do you know how much a first-round Imburleigh repeater is worth? It belongs in a museum.”

      Tashué shook his head. “That’s what General Imburleigh said when Ishmael told her I still had it. Something about wanting it for the private collection. But it’s a gun. And it works. And it might save your life like it saved mine.”

      Stella reached out, sliding her finger over one of the divots in the wood, where blood had permeated the grain. “Thank you. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. I know… I know it’s probably complicated, letting go of a thing that was with you up on the Ridge.”

      Tashué nodded. How did she always see him so clearly? “When I find you, you can give it back to me.”

      Stella sank down on the sofa beside Tashué, kissing him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      She took the gun from his hands, resting the weight of it in her lap, the strap hanging over her knees. He slid the box of ammunition closer to her, the old cardboard dragging on his table. She took a handful of shells and slid them through the side gate with a confidence that spoke of experience and practice. She’d mentioned her sister. Her father. Maybe she’d told him to call her Stella still, but maybe she was also remembering what it meant to be Ffyanwy Rhydderch.

      The simmering light and dancing shadows from the lamps made Keoh’s urn gleam in the darkness, the copper shine catching his eye. And it dragged at something in him, something ugly and filled with shame. Of course he couldn’t help Stella; he couldn’t help Keoh either. Just like he hadn’t been able to help Jason for three and a half years. He’d been stagnant and frozen since… fuck. Since he didn’t even know when. Living his life halfway, not quite breathing, waiting for something to make sense along the way, but nothing made sense. Nothing made sense since he retired from the military. That life was shit, and the Ridge had changed things, but at least when he was a soldier he knew his purpose.

      The bitterness kept twisting in him as Stella loaded all ten rounds into the gun that saved his life from the worst posting of his career. Nothing made sense because there was no sense. Military structure was an illusion covering the ugly truth of life: there was only life and death and the inevitability of greed. Cruelty. The blood of people who didn’t have a choice but to bleed for the rich. Opium smoke to wash away all the pain, and the long lingering echo of mistakes.

      Stella touched his hand, dragging him out of the hypnotic dance that Keoh’s urn was performing on his kitchen table. “I should wake Ceridwen. We can get breakfast on the way to the hospital.”

      “Let me. Please?”

      Stella nodded.

      Tashué pushed the box of shells closer to her. “Load up your pockets with as much as you can carry. I’d give you my gun belt but I don’t think it’ll fit you. We’ll put the rest in your saddle bag when we meet Kaz.”

      He stood so he could escape the stillness and the heavy feeling that sat in his chest. When he pushed the bedroom door open, the first soft brightness of dawn gave definition to the bed, to the strawberry blond mess of Ceridwen’s hair. He touched her foot first, giving it a little squeeze.

      “Ceridwen,” he said, sitting at the end of the bed to tap her knee. “It’s time to get up.”

      Ceridwen gave a soft groan and rolled over, pulling the blanket up higher over her head. Just like Jason. He never liked getting out of bed on time, either.

      “Your mam is ready to go, little warrior. It’s time to get up and get dressed.”

      Ceridwen pushed the blankets down again, turning her face toward the window, toward the light. The sunlight sat differently on her features than they did on Stella. Had he only noticed the differences because he knew Stella hadn’t brought Ceridwen into the world? He’d never questioned it before. But now he couldn’t help but wonder who gave Ceridwen the lovely colour of her hair and the eyes that were hazel instead of green like Stella’s, and the freckles that had convinced Tashué they were mother and daughter by blood.

      Ceridwen’s lip trembled. “Do we have to go?”

      “You do, little warrior,” Tashué said softly. “I’m sorry. Your mam said we’d get breakfast on our way to the hospital to meet Colonel Kheir. Maybe we’ll go see if Miss Muir’s is open yet, what do you say? And then Kaz will meet us there with your ponies. You listen to Kaz, alright? She’s an excellent rider and she’ll teach you everything you need to know.”

      Ceridwen nodded, pushing the blankets back and swinging her feet over the edge of the bed, resting her toes on the cold wood floor. “Is she a good teacher?”

      “She is. She taught me a lot. I already knew how to ride when I met her, but she taught me how to sleep in the saddle. And she taught me how to take care of her son while we were on the march. We took turns sleeping with him during the day, right up on horseback. She taught me how to be a parent. Taught me how to be myself, even before I knew who I was. She’ll take good care of you.”

      “Will she teach me how to fight like she does? She’s a warrior, isn’t she? A soldier? I’d like to learn how to fight, I think. I’d like to be able to protect Mam if something else happens.”

      “Oh, Ceridwen,” Tashué said. He put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her against his chest so he could lay a kiss in her messy hair. “I’m sorry you feel like you have to protect your mam. Kaz will take good care of you both, I promise.”
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      Edgar Hale—or, at least, what remained of him—hung upside down from the window of his apartment above a warehouse. A rope was knotted around both his ankles, and his carcass swayed in the wind that came off the Brightwash. Scavengers had peeled layers of him away in the days since he died. A stray dog walked in slow circles beneath the corpse, snarling at anyone who walked too close. It paused, now and then, to lick the old, clotted blood and brain matter from the cobbles beneath Hale, where pieces of him had fallen to the road after oozing out of the massive hole through his skull.

      Lorne wasn’t sure how long he stood there, watching the corpse swing back and forth. Watching the crows and the turkey vultures gather on windowsills and rooftops, their heads bobbing as they each tried to figure out how to get to the hanging meat.

      He’d decided he didn’t want to be found for a while. The aftermath of the fight left his ears ringing more often than not, and delivering the news to Jason that Keoh was dead had splintered something in Lorne’s soul. Sometimes at night, when he was wandering through the city, looking for a safe place to sleep that didn’t cost anything, he looked north up the river to see the ominous glow of the Rift, and he wondered how hard it would be to walk right into that fucking place. Climb a wall or something, just so he could hug Jason again. If he had to be tired and sore and bloody, at least he could do it with Jason in his arms.

      But then he’d heard the news about Edgar Hale, and morbid curiosity drew him to the warehouse. He’d been dead two days, and the late autumn cold kept his meat from rotting. If the scavengers didn’t finish him off, soon he’d freeze, and he’d likely be there all winter, a hanging weight of meat and bone and ice.

      Powell Iwan had asked Tashué to kill this man, and apparently Tashué had found it in him to obey. Lorne told himself he shouldn’t be surprised, but he was anyway. He couldn’t put his finger on why exactly. Tashué had seemed perfectly at ease that day in his apartment, shooting the shit with Powell Iwan, a man who would have killed them both if Tashué gave the wrong answer to the questions Powell was asking. And yet as long as Lorne had known Tashué, he’d tried to draw rigid lines around reality, talking about right and wrong and laws as if they were an iron code that was easy to follow. But now that Hale was hanging like that, to be picked apart one bit at a time, Lorne wondered if the reason Tashué fought so hard to define himself by lines and laws was because he knew life was a slippery fucking slope. Sometimes it didn’t take much to push you down into unimaginable violence. So maybe his insistence that he needed to follow the law was his way of keeping all that capacity for violence under control.

      And Edgar Hale had killed that child Tashué found, so maybe sometimes that capacity for violence wasn’t such a terrible thing.

      Vasska came around the corner. He walked right under the corpse like it didn’t bother him at all. The dog snarled at him, but Vasska hissed through his teeth. The dog lowered its head and backed off, but as soon as Vasska cleared the corpse, the dog went back to its post, looking up at the body. It reared up on its back legs, pressing its front paws against the wall like it wondered if it could crawl its way up to a good meal. Lorne thought about leaving, about melting back into the alley and going somewhere else fast. He was tired. He was tired of the Hive and tired of Powell Iwan and tired of thinking about the Army of the Red Dawn. But it was too late. Vasska had already spotted him.

      “Your face looks like shit,” Vasska said, stopping in the mouth of the alley.

      “Oh, hey,” Lorne said, as brightly as he could, even though talking still hurt. Hurt his jaw, hurt his lips, hurt his tongue. “Thanks! I appreciate it. I wouldn’t have noticed if you hadn’t told me.”

      Vasska sighed. He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest, turning his face away from the bitter cold wind that came off the river. It caught all his blond hair, mussing it in every direction. The wind stung in all the places on Lorne’s face that were struggling to heal. Stella had helped with whatever was bleeding internally, but that still left the mess of his face and his hands and the clumsy stitches he’d placed himself because his lip wouldn’t stop bleeding.

      “Can we skip the part where you’re all furious with me, like I had something to do with all this?” Vasska asked. “I told you, didn’t I? I told you not to fuck around with the Red Dawn. I told you they would fuck you up, but you didn’t want to listen to good advice. You pushed, and Edgar Hale wanted you dead—and Grandad protected you.”

      “Protected me,” Lorne echoed, his voice going flat with his anger. “That’s what Powell Iwan’s protection looks like, does it?”

      “Yes it does,” Vasska said. “Hale wanted you dead, and now look at him. Everyone knows he asked for that fight. And you’re still walking around in the Bay with that big fucking chip on your shoulder, so now the whole Bay knows you’re untouchable. So yes, this is exactly what Powell Iwan’s protection looks like. I’m sorry you got hurt so bad, I really am. I’m sorry it went the way it did. But you’re in the middle of it now.”

      “Fuck off,” Lorne muttered, pulling his collar up around his face in a poor attempt at shielding himself from the cold. “I’m not in the middle of anything. I’m done. I’m sick of the Red Dawn, and I’m sick of fighting. Maybe I’ll take the job General Wolfe’s been offering me—go to Highfield and run spies for him exclusively.”

      Vasska sighed, opening his coat to pull out his cigarillo case. He flicked it open and offered one to Lorne, and habit made Lorne take one, even though he knew the smoke would hurt all the cuts in his mouth. Vasska leaned in real close, using both of their bodies to shield the match as he popped it on the side of the building, huddling low over the flame to light his cigarillo. And then it was Lorne’s turn. The pair of them stood so close Lorne could feel the heat of Vasska’s body, which only highlighted how fucking miserable it was outside. The wind and the rain and the frost that crawled across everything at night—it was a shit time to be out on the streets. In the summer he could almost forget how bad it was, so long as he found a way to keep hydrated. But the winters killed. He’d never imagined he would still be on the fucking streets of Yaelsmuir this long after landing here, but he didn’t regret putting Alys through school. And he didn’t regret tying his life to Jason. It’s just that it meant his whole life was fucking stuck. Building a life for his sister that he’d probably never get to see, waiting for a life with Jason that would probably never come.

      “It’s too late to back off now, Lorne,” Vasska said, and his voice was softer than before. He’d lost the confrontational edge now that they were standing closer, huddling against the wind and making ribbons of smoke between them. “You stuck your nose in it like I told you not to, and now this is your life. Grandad said whoever won the match was going down to the real fights to be the Bay’s first tourney pugilist. You beat Ijaz, so you get to go learn how to box.”

      “Sure,” Lorne muttered. “Sounds great. Sounds like a real treat. Are you going to leave out the part about who’s running that pugilist club? Were you going to send me down there and hope I didn’t notice I was going to work for Davik fucking Kaine? I thought I was supposed to stay away from the Red Dawn, and now you’re sending me right into their headquarters?”

      “I told you, it’s too late for you to stay away,” Vasska said. “I was hoping you would go down there knowing exactly who you’re working for but also knowing that I’ve done my best to take care of you in a city that’s all too happy to chew up guys like you and spit them out as nothing but gristle and bone. And I was hoping you’d keep an eye on Davik fucking Kaine for me, because I think my grandfather is going to die this year and I think Davik is going to try to kill me once Grandad is gone.”

      All the layers of information sucked the rage out of Lorne’s chest. It took him a moment to parse out each one, separating them like threads in a vicious knot.

      “You took care of me, did you?” Lorne asked.

      Anger flashed across Vasska’s face for a moment, bright and powerful and threatening, twice as potent with Hale’s corpse swinging on the other side of the street. “Out of all the things I just said, that’s the one you want to talk about?”

      Lorne opened his mouth to say something to make it better, but no words came. He hadn’t meant it the way Vasska was apparently taking it—it wasn’t an argument or a denial; it was surprise. He didn’t exactly feel taken care of, but then again, he’d survived this long, and made enough money to take care of Alys, when the Bay was notorious for doing exactly what Vasska said—eating people whole and coughing up the parts that couldn’t be consumed so that they were just empty eyes and a body that moved without really being alive.

      “Yes, I took care of you,” Vasska said. “Yes, I fucking did look out for you. Yes, I did put in a good word with Grandad for you when you turned up to the fight hall, looking for income, and yes, I did make sure people didn’t fuck with you while you were coming up. And now here you are, with all that money, and all that ego, like you still think you’re alone in this world. But that’s what happens to your enemies.” He turned to face Hale, blowing smoke into the street. “I know you took a shit beating, but fucking look! Hale got his head blown open for fucking with you. So yes, this is what being taken care of looks like in the Bay. I’m sorry it went the way it did. I’m never going to forget what it was like to watch you go down and then keep getting up like you didn’t care—I don’t know how you do it. Maybe you honestly don’t care, but that means the rest of us have to fill in the gaps and care for you. Orix had to beat the crowd back while you were still fighting because people wanted to get up there and defend you. Grandad said you had to go down to shut Hale up, so we had to keep people off the stage. And then when you were done, eight people helped Tam drag you down.”

      Lorne shook his head, touching the tender spots on his face when they gave a dull flare of pain, as if to remind him of the beating. “I don’t remember that. I remember Tam helping, but I don’t remember how I got there.”

      Vasska shrugged, flicking ash toward the street. “This quarter loves you, Lorne. People love that you don’t take any shit, and you don’t back down. They love that you never left the Bay, even though you’re making good money in those fights. No one knows the reason you never left is because you’re sending all that money to your sister in Teshii, and you feel trapped, and you resent the Bay for it. And it’s a good thing all those people who love you don’t know how much you hate it here or they’d feel so betrayed. You’re their hero—they rioted for you. And Grandad let them because he was proud of them for standing up for you. So now’s your chance to pay some of that back. Go down to the pugilist club and fight for Davik Kaine, and let the city love you even more. Davik will have a healer to fix you up and you’ll get three meals a day of whatever it is that athletes eat to look so good. You’ll have a roof over your head this winter, for the first time since when? And all I ask is that you keep an eye on shit. Let me know if Davik is making plans to come for me.”

      “What makes you think Iwan is going to die?” Lorne asked.

      Vasska snorted, looking at Lorne with an eyebrow raised. “Have you talked to him lately?”

      Lorne grimaced, and a jolt of pain passed through his lip as it split again. Started to bleed. He sucked the blood off his lip and shrugged. “The last time I talked to him was at Tashué’s apartment, when he asked Tashué to get rid of Edgar Hale. I had other shit on my mind than keeping an eye on his health. Did Tashué really kill Hale? I mean, he’s obviously dead but—it was really Tashué?”

      Vasska turned his face away, blowing a long line of smoke into the wind. “Grandad is collecting new soldiers. I think he’s trying to find people who will be loyal to me when he dies. Maybe he’s betting on Tashué Blackwood’s paternal instincts, hoping some of that ferocity will spread to me since I’m about the same age as you and Jason. Maybe Grandad is hoping that if we get Jason out, Tashué will feel like he owes us. Either way, Tashué promised to stand with Grandad once Davik is dead.”

      “Is that a yes, Vasska? Did he kill Hale?”

      “Don’t sound so surprised. The man was a soldier for ten years. You know what that’s like. How it leaves a mark on you no matter how much you pretend it doesn’t.”

      A crow fluttered down from one of the windowsills, catching hold of Hale’s trousers with both feet. Its beak went searching through a hole in the wool that had been ripped open by some other carrion-eater. All that effort was rewarded by a glistening chunk of thigh meat, red and yellow with blood and fat. Lorne shuddered, turning his back on the corpse so he didn’t have to watch anymore. “So Iwan wants to off Davik, but you think Davik is going to kill you and Iwan?”

      Vasska didn’t turn away. He watched the crow and smoked one leisurely breath at a time. “No, I think Davik is going to let the shit weather kill Grandad, and then once Grandad is out of the way, he’ll come after me next. But I don’t know for sure. This fucking election is going to go Myron’s way, and then we’ll have the police force sticking their nose in our shit, and they’ll try to get control of the Bay. The best thing for both of us would be working together. I’ll hold the Hive, and Davik can hold the Red Dawn, and together we can have the Bay and keep the police force out, just like we kept the Authority out. But I don’t know what for sure Davik wants to do. So I’m hoping you’ll go down there and keep an eye. For me.”

      Lorne dabbed his lip, watching the dark blood spread across his sleeve. “How come Iwan doesn’t have someone off Davik, if you’re so worried?”

      “Because Davik is the only person with the resources to get Jason out of the Rift.”

      Lorne’s eyes snapped up to Vasska’s face so fast, it made him dizzy. He had to stand still a moment just to let the words sink hooks into him, had to breathe slow to make his heart stop hammering enough that he wouldn’t faint.

      “There it is,” Vasska said softly. “You weren’t sure about getting involved for me, but you’ll do it for Jason, hey? I guess I can’t really be insulted or surprised. It’s funny how things kind of draw themselves together, isn’t it?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Lorne asked.

      “I still remember the first time Kaine came down to the Bay to make a deal with Grandad. Must have been fifteen years ago, because Rowan’s mother was so pregnant she looked like she could burst, but she wouldn’t miss the meeting for anything. My mother liked that about her. I don’t remember what her name was. I remember watching her struggle up the stairs, wondering if I should do anything. My mother sat with her and they whispered to each other like they’d known each other all along.” He shrugged again, like he was shaking off the memory. “They all made a deal that Davik would run his smuggling road through the Hive. Guns, opium, salt, and other sundry life supplies, all headed east across the mountains. My mother pushed Grandad to make the deal, said it was an opportunity to be more than we were. She said Grandad was getting complacent, growing stagnant, and it would be the end of him if he didn’t start growing new opportunities. And then all that shit happened up north, and Davik left Cruinnich permanently, and he came down here to keep building.”

      “All that shit,” Lorne echoed. “I heard the Red Dawn set off bombs up north.”

      Vasska nodded. “That’s how the story goes. Bombs and riots. The Authority lined people up in the streets in front of firing squads. They say the Red Dawn chased Davik out of Cruinnich, just to end the violence.”

      “And then he came here. Why’s he still going by Davik Kaine?”

      Vasska’s eyes wandered across the street to Hale’s body. “He built his roots here under that name. And then after he was chased out of Cruinnich, he disappeared for a while, and rumours said he was all over the Dominion. So, when he drifted back here with Rowan, he just kind of folded back in. My mother thought he’d planned it—he knew it was going to get bad up there so he set up his backup plan here. But then she died, leaving a gap. Davik scooped up control of all her whorehouses, and suddenly he was more powerful than Grandad ever intended him to be. Back then they were kind of… in a standoff. Davik acted like he was real fond of me, like him fucking my mother a few times made us something. But if I was close to everyone who fucked my mother, well… she had a type. At least Davik is smarter than my father ever was. It left the balance precarious, after she was gone. We’ve all been holding our breath since, you know? Waiting to see who would fuck up first. Grandad and Adley make their plans, and Davik tiptoes around his side of the Bay. Probably making all sorts of his own plans. But then, a couple weeks ago, Tashué Blackwood finds the body of a little dead girl on the riverbank, and suddenly people are sticking their noses in business that never used to concern them.” He glanced pointedly at Lorne, blowing smoke up over Lorne’s head. “And all the cracks and flaws and vulnerabilities in the Bay are blown wide open.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that, it could all fall apart.”

      Lorne glanced back over his shoulder at Hale. Three more crows had joined the effort, one of them ripping open Hale’s shirt to peck at the flesh over his ribcage.

      “If we don’t step carefully, it’s going to be war down here,” Vasska went on. “Davik’s people against the Hive. And the piece in the middle of it all, the thing that keeps Grandad and Davik from finally moving against each other and a lot of blood flowing in the streets of this quarter as they fight each other for power, is Jason Blackwood. A kid that didn’t matter last month. No one knew his name. He matters a whole hell of a lot now. And I bet he has no idea.”

      “Leave Jason out of this, Vasska, or I swear—”

      “I can’t leave Jason out of this,” Vasska interrupted. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you, if you’d listen for once. He is the thing pulling everyone together. Wolfe wants Tashué to run for Mayor at the next election, and the price Tashué asked for is Jason’s safety. So Wolfe sent Ishmael down here to make a deal with Grandad, except Grandad can’t be arsed to fuck around with the Rift. He decided it was worth it to make Wolfe owe him another favour and doubly worth it if Tashué takes the Mayor’s office, so he kicked it to Davik because he knew Davik is trying to get a few of his people out of that place. Adding Jason into their plans wouldn’t have changed anything, and Grandad gets to offer Davik a way to do Grandad a favour. And for approximately two days, none of it mattered. It was just a thing everyone was doing for the politics. We’ve done it before. The Bay and the Mayor have to work together or none of this works. But then word got out that Jason is the one who broke suppression at the Rift and now he matters so much that everyone needs him. Grandad wants him on my side, Davik wants him in the Red Dawn, the Breeding Program wants him to make tainted babies with that much raw power, just like his mother did. And Tashué made his deal, and Wolfe wants to know why nothing’s happened yet. Eventually, Davik will finally get Jason out, and then the fight for Jason’s loyalty kicks off. So I think you should be down there. I think you should be involved with whatever Davik’s planning, and I think you should be there to hang on to Jason when the storm hits. And since you’ll be down there for him, I would appreciate it if you were also looking out for me, so that I can protect both of you when everything goes to shit.”

      “You’ll protect us, hey?” Lorne asked.

      “I’ll try.”

      The fight-tremble rolled through Lorne’s bones, making everything feel too sharp and too violent even though they were just standing here talking. Talking about war, talking about bloodshed. Talking about Jason. Lorne turned to watch the crows eat Edgar Hale, but that only served to make his heart beat faster and make his head feel too far away. “Why me, then?”

      Vasska snorted, flicking ash into the wind, watching it skitter across the cobbles until it hit a puddle that swallowed it whole. “What do you want me to say? That I’m so devoted to you because we’ve been through too much together? Get your head out of your ass, Lorne. Why you? Because you and Jason and Tashué Blackwood are fucking up my whole damned life, but maybe you’ll be the ones who save me.”

      “Isn’t Davik going to know I’m there for you? Isn’t he going to want retribution for…” He waved at Hale, whose carcass swung like a clock pendulum as the crows jostled him more and more.

      “Probably,” Vasska said with a shrug. “But if he kills you, he fucks the balance of the standoff, doesn’t he?”

      Lorne laughed. “So you’re betting my life on the fact that he probably won’t fuck up the standoff. Great. Thanks. I appreciate it, Vasska.”

      “It’s worth it though, isn’t it? For Jason.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      Lorne dabbed his lip again. For Jason. He would do fucking anything for Jason. He would rip his heart out and lay it on an altar for Jason. He would walk into the Rift himself if he thought it would help Jason. And a little part of him resented Vasska for knowing it and using it, but a much bigger part was so fucking relieved that someone was doing something. Finally. And a part of him was guilty that he hadn’t been the one to set any of this in motion. He’d been so wrapped up in being stuck that he hadn’t been able to see any way out.

      “How am I supposed to get word back to you if I’m down there learning how to be a pugilist?”

      Vasska reached into his pocket again, producing a scrap of newsprint that had been clipped from a larger page. Small and tattered, the ink half-smudged like it had been touched before it had the chance to dry. “Remember this?”

      Lorne took the scrap—from one of the Bay papers, about the tenement fire that killed that woman from the Breeding Program. Lorne could almost smell the ash again, hear the screams of the dying. And he could see that woman again, and the wild look in her eye, and the things she told him and Tashué about the children from the Breeding Program. “Yeah. I remember.”

      “You fought it, people say. You were there, trying to put it out.”

      Lorne nodded. Fat load of good him fighting it did. It felt like his whole life was him fighting things that wouldn’t change. “The rain put it out. What’s this got to do with Davik and his club?”

      “Nothing,” Vasska admitted. “But it’s your excuse to come talk to me even though you’re training. I heard some rumours about the fire.”

      “What kind of rumours?”

      “Someone set the fire on purpose. I want to know if it’s true, and I want to know if anyone saw who did it. So I was hoping you can get your people on it, and maybe we can find out for sure.”

      Something cold and hollow and heavy rang like a death knell in Lorne’s chest. Someone set that fire on purpose—what were the chances it was a coincidence and had nothing to do with the woman from the Breeding Program? Probably fucking slim. It defied reason to think the two things weren’t connected. And he’d put her in there, trying to help her, but it only brought death. Death to her and just about everyone else who lived there.

      “Yeah,” Lorne said. “I’ll see what I can drag up. I’ll let people know you’re looking, and then I guess I’ll go down to Davik’s club.”

      Vasska nodded. “Tell him Grandad sent you, like they agreed.”

      Lorne took a long drag of the cigarillo, wishing the smoke would wash him clean of all the guilt that sat like poison in him, making everything taste foul. “Sure. For you and Jason.”
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      Davik Kaine’s pugilist club stood on the outside of the tracks, at the base of the hill, looking out at the Industrial Quarter. It was a massive building. Higher than the tram line, the footprint extending half the block. Surely the whole thing wasn’t just the pugilist club—the western side of the building looked like it was housing maybe. But even it was dwarfed by the Breeding Program, which lay its shadow across the club with its high walls and its solitary position on the hill outside the city limits.

      But when Lorne tried to get into the club, the doors were locked.

      Lorne tried them a few times and shook them hard and kicked them too, but they were still fucking locked. What kind of pugilist club was locked during the day?

      A group of people gathered outside the club, in the field between the road and the looming presence of the Breeding Program. Lorne stood on the steps of the pugilist club a while, watching them. A woman threw plates in the air and a man with a small rifle shot them out of the sky with incredible precision. The plates shattered, raining porcelain onto the field. A bonfire that twisted flames into the wind. People drank and ate and danced near the bonfire, a chaotic cluster of bodies that made Lorne’s skin feel too fucking tight. It wasn’t the crowd—he’d folded into much more chaos at the Hive. It was the inescapable realization that all of these people could well be Army of the Red Dawn, and he’d spent the last little while being told not to fuck around with the Red Dawn.

      Sometimes life did that to you. Sometimes it fucked you over.

      The man with the rifle spotted Lorne watching and gave a great, sweeping bow, spreading his arms to the sides. When he bowed like that, it pulled his shirt open, showing the long line of his chest, all lean and wiry. As cold as it was out here, he had his coat open and his shirt unbuttoned like the cold didn’t touch him.

      “You must be the Lightning!” he said, with a wide grin. “So nice to see you finally. We’ve been expecting you.”

      Lorne shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He wasn’t exactly expecting a warm welcome. “You’ve been expecting me?”

      “Of course—Mr. Iwan said you’d be our pugilist and we’ve been waiting for you to show up.”

      “It’s only been a week since I fought Ijaz. You can’t have waited that long.”

      “Well, sure,” the man said with a shrug, “but he waited to send us anyone ’til the last possible moment. We’ve been ready for months, and the exhibition match for Redbone is coming up fast.” The man swept an arm toward himself, gesturing to Lorne to come closer. “Come over so we don’t have to yell at each other! You know how to shoot?”

      “Do I know how to shoot?” Lorne echoed. “Sure. I know how to shoot a gun, but I’m supposed to be here to learn how to box.”

      The man gave another easy grin, dazzling in its charm. “Sure Mr. Lightning, but the door’s locked, ain’t it? Dav had the floor waxed for the big match, and he said it ain’t ready for us to walk on, so he told us to fuck off a while. So you should just come out and play nice, hey? Show me how good you can shoot.”

      The man turned away from Lorne and nodded to the woman, and she tossed two more plates, one right after the other. The rifle—a .22 from the size and sound of it—was fast and accurate and easy to rack with the pump action, and both plates exploded.

      Lorne sighed, heading across the field toward the group. There was something false and shallow about the man’s friendliness, something predatory about his grin, charming though it was. It all left Lorne’s senses jangly and raw. Lorne walked slow, waiting for the moment when the man racked another round and swung that little .22 on him. Or maybe he was imagining things. Maybe it was everything Vasska said that left him buzzing and tense. He’d left the diplomatic division because he hated shit like this. Hated trying to keep up, hated gambling people’s lives against the incredible scale of human greed and corruption. But this wasn’t the division, where he made his gambles and his guesses for the Crowne. It was all for Jason.

      Grass and brush clung to Lorne’s trousers as he walked, his boots sinking into the mud of the narrow path that cut across the field. The last rain made everything soggy and by the time Lorne reached the group, his trouser legs and his socks were heavy and cold, the wool soaking up all that old rain.

      The man watched Lorne’s approach, brown eyes scanning his face with particular attention. “Mr. Iwan didn’t get you a healer after your fight?”

      Lorne shrugged. “Someone looked at everything inside, but she decided my face wasn’t a priority.”

      “Not a priority?” The man laughed, resting his rifle on his shoulder. “You look like you been trying to kiss barbed wire.”

      “Took a lot of shots to the face. It’s not every day a man gets beaten in public on the order of the Army of the Red Dawn. It’s a lot to recover from.” Of all the stupid, idiotic, dangerous things to say. He was supposed to be here for Jason, but instead he was apparently here to get himself killed by speaking without thinking.

      The man grinned, but something went tense, like a fight was brewing. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The woman tossed a plate up in the air, up over Lorne’s head, and the man snapped his rifle up and fired. The porcelain shattered a few feet behind Lorne, the sound sharp and splintering in his ears, but none of the porcelain hit him. But Lorne couldn’t flinch. Couldn’t back away. He kept fucking walking because he didn’t want to turn his back on these people, and he didn’t want to give ground. He cursed his idiot mouth with every step he took.

      “Ain’t no Red Dawn in Yaelsmuir,” the man continued. “Authority always says so. Rainer Elsworth himself says it. No organized presence or some shit like that.”

      Lorne walked closer, toward that gun, toward the barrel. It was too late now to make the words disappear, and he couldn’t flinch or they’d know he was on the back foot. He spent his whole life saying he wasn’t afraid of dying. And it was true, in a sense—he wasn’t afraid of the great, black nothing that would get him, and he wasn’t afraid of whatever came after. But now, with everything laid at his feet, he was very much afraid of not being here when Jason got out. He was terrified of the idea of Davik Kaine and Powell Iwan fighting over Jason and ripping him apart in the process. And what would happen to Alys when his money stopped coming to her account?

      “Look, I didn’t mean it like that.” Lorne looked him in the eye and kept walking until the rifle was pressed into his navel, so hot he could feel it through his clothes, so hot it singed the dirty wool of his coat. “I’m not looking for a fight with any of you. Powell Iwan said I’m your pugilist now, so here I am. Whatever the story is, I’m on board. There’s no Red Dawn in Yaelsmuir, and the Red Dawn didn’t ask Powell Iwan to have me beaten to make a point. What else? Oh, right. The Red Dawn didn’t kill that girl, either. Edgar Hale did that, and he’s dead, great luck.”

      “Yeah, great luck.” The man racked a new round into the chamber. “We’re all glad he’s gone. Big relief. He was a real pile of runny cowshit.” The man turned the rifle around to push it into Lorne’s hands, breaking the tension of the moment with a smile so broad and bright that the force of it hit Lorne like a physical blow. “You’re a cold fucker, hey?”

      Lorne snatched the gun from the man’s hands. “You’re a talkative fucker, aren’t you?”

      The woman laughed. “He’s got you there.”

      It was warmer over by the fire, at least. The flames whipped in the wind, sending trailing embers that wouldn’t catch anywhere because everything was so wet.

      The man grabbed Lorne by the chin and leaned in, turning Lorne’s face this way and that to examine all the damage. He was taller than Lorne, forcing Lorne to lean his head back to meet the other man’s gaze. Warm brown eyes and sandy blond hair and a little spray of freckles on his cheeks that danced when he grimaced at the mess that was Lorne’s face. His hands were surprisingly warm considering how cold it was out here.

      “Your face really does look like shit. Oh well, we’re honoured to have you, Mr. Lightning. That was a hell of a fight, you and the Hammer? Haven’t seen anything like that in a long time.”

      Lorne blinked uselessly, the total shift of energy leaving him off balance. “You saw the fight?”

      The man grinned again. He let go of Lorne’s chin, but he stayed close like personal space wasn’t a concept that existed to him. “Of course I saw the fight. Everyone in the Bay wanted to see that fight. Didn’t think you’d win that one, to be honest. Thought for sure the Hammer was going to be our pugilist. Lost some money betting against you.”

      “Sorry,” Lorne said, but felt stupid after he said it.

      The man laughed. “Are you serious? Shit, never apologize for fighting like that. Money well spent, that was. Wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. Anyway, I made it all back and then some betting on the fights after, once I had an eye for the way you moved. We’ll have to fix up your face, or the league won’t let you box. They run things a little tighter in the proper league matches. You’ll have to learn all the rules in a hurry, hey? Old man Iwan really wanted us to sweat, leaving it so close to the match.”

      “So, when will the floors be ready?” Lorne asked, looking back toward the pugilist club. “If I’ve got so much to do.”

      “I dunno.” The man knocked a knuckle against the butt of the rifle as if to draw Lorne’s attention to the fact he was still holding it. “Might as well get to know each other while we’re waiting, hey? I’m László, this is my sister Irén, and these idiots are officially your fanbase. Hey! Idiots! Wave to our new pugilist!”

      The crowd laughed and swirled and bubbled like a big keg of beer, turning to Lorne to wave.

      “If you need anything while you’re here, you can ask the idiots, or you can ask me,” László said, grinning. “But don’t ask Irén, because she’s a bitch and she won’t do anything you ask.”

      “Suck my balls,” Irén snorted.

      László grinned and winked at Lorne. “See? But don’t call her a bitch or she’ll hurt you, and then we won’t have a pugilist. I’m allowed because she’s my sister.”

      “Sure,” Lorne said. “I promise not to call you a bitch or ask you for anything.”

      “Faster learner, you are,” Irén said, pushing hair out of her face. “That’s a relief. You ready to shoot?”

      Lorne nodded.

      Irén grinned and threw the plate high and fast, sending it spinning away toward the city. Lorne swept the rifle up, breathing slow, his whole body following that fucking plate. Fire in the still moment when the lungs were empty. The .22 didn’t kick hard, and it wasn’t especially loud, but it shot straight. Lorne missed anyway.

      Lorne racked the slide action, and the empty shell popped out, but there were no more rounds. László took his gun back, and Lorne watched him go through the clearly familiar motion of loading fresh shells. The metal jackets skittered down into place, the sound rattling down the bones of Lorne’s spine. It was worse than the actual sound of the gunshots, somehow. A promise of violence, filled with the potential of blood and pain. The splintered plate was a release of the potential—shattered porcelain, no one hurt. But the loading reminded him how fucking stupid he was and how close he’d come to ruining his chance here by saying that idiot thing about the Red Dawn before he even knew anyone’s name.

      Irén whistled at Lorne, catching his attention again before tossing a plate over the fire. He lifted the rifle and shot. The bullet clipped the edge of the plate and sent it tumbling down into the fire, chipped but whole, but then the flames had the porcelain, and there was no getting it back.

      “Too far left,” László said. “You leaned into it too hard.” He came closer to Lorne, putting his hands on Lorne’s hips and slowly guiding Lorne’s stance. “Relax a bit, yeah? No one’s going to punch you in the face.”

      Lorne racked a fresh round in, the slide action smooth. “I always assume someone’s about to punch me in the face. That way, when people start swinging, I’m ready.”

      “Sounds like a real exhausting way to live your life, Mr. Lightning.”

      Lorne shrugged. “Better than getting caught off guard and punched in the face.”

      László blew out a long breath, his cheeks puffing out and making him look younger. “Well, I am very pleased to inform you that we watch out for each other around here. So you can unclench a little, yeah? Relax and try again. It’s just a twenty-two—you don’t have to brace for the mule kick of a forty-five. And I know you’re always ready to be punched in the face, but you’ve got a gun in your hands. You’re powerful.”

      Lorne lifted the gun. Relax, fuck. Such a little word, but shit. He couldn’t remember the last time he relaxed. Maybe it was before Jason was arrested. Maybe it was on some rooftop in the city, the pair of them staring at the smoke-choked sky, talking about nothing. Certainly he hadn’t really relaxed since Jason was arrested. It felt too much like a betrayal when he knew for a fact Jason couldn’t fucking well relax in the Rift.

      So Lorne didn’t relax exactly. He didn’t really know how anymore. He exhaled, long and slow, like he was headed for another fight. That, he could do.

      Irén threw another plate. Trigger. Kick. Shatter.

      “That’s better, hey?” László said, grinning again. All the tension had bled out of him, and he leaned a little closer to Lorne, the necklace he wore swinging out from his open shirt, all of the charms jangling together. One of them was a tooth, maybe, but Lorne couldn’t imagine what kind of animal had teeth that big. A predator for sure, with the aggressive hook of it. “You’re not bad with my pea shooter. You a fast learner or did you already know what you’re doing?”

      “Army.” Another round, another plate. Trigger, kick, shatter. “16th Infantry.” It was easy now, the motions so familiar that it was like his muscles remembered. Rack, trigger, kick, shatter. László was right when he said the .22 didn’t have much kick. Army issue .45s could hurt bad if they caught you off guard. But now that he had the feel for it, it was like meeting an old friend. Things fell into rhythm. “Served my three and then got stuck here after I discharged. You do this often? Just stand around the field all afternoon and shoot things and have bonfires?”

      László shrugged. “Field’s a good place for a fire, ain’t it? You can almost believe you’ve got space out here.”

      “Except that fucking Breeding Program is right there,” Lorne muttered. He couldn’t look at it. The walls loomed in his peripheral vision, but he didn’t want to turn to it and admit its existence. Jason’s mother died in that place. He felt the pain of that as raw and ugly as if it were his own mother. Worse, even, because the one thing he wanted in the whole world was to give Jason a life of stability and contentment but Jason was in the fucking Rift and his mother was dead. Chased the poppy dreams until her body just stopped. Rack, trigger, kick, shatter.

      “It sure is,” László said brightly, flashing another big grin.

      He took the gun back and loaded it up again. Irén with the plates turned and started hurling them toward the Breeding Program walls. László shot three out of the sky before a louder gunshot clapped over the wind, and a plate shattered before László fired. A pair of guards, up on the walls. Bundled against the cold. Irén laughed and kept throwing plates for the guards, and their rifles had a ferocious roar that turned the plates to dust.

      This wasn’t what Lorne was expecting at all.

      A whistle pulled Lorne’s attention back to the road. Someone had come out of the club, and they stood on the steps, holding the door open. A young man, still gangly and awkward like he was growing into his limbs, his cheeks attempting to grow facial hair but only producing fuzz.

      “Da says you can come in now!”

      “Fucking finally,” László said, slinging his rifle over his shoulder. “I’m starving. Let’s go, Mr. Lightning. We’ll show you around and feed you.”

      “Don’t feed him too much,” Irén said. “The wild, mangy look suits the first Bay pugilist.”

      László laughed, throwing his arm around Lorne’s shoulders and walking him back along the path. The boy led them up to the steps of the pugilist club, dragging the door open.

      “I didn’t realize you were hunting for fresh meat, László,” the boy said before they could go in.

      “Have a little respect, Rowan. This here’s our new pugilist.”

      Rowan met Lorne’s eyes like he wasn’t especially impressed except he was putting too much effort into looking disinterested, and it just made him look young. A boy, trying to fit in with the hard, dangerous adults around him but not quite bridging the gap. Rowan Kaine, must be, the kid Vasska was talking about. “Sure looks like a pugilist.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” László scoffed, offended on Lorne’s behalf.

      “Means his face looks like pulp, and his eyes look like they’ve never had a thought behind them in his whole life.”

      Lorne laughed, trying to match the high, wild, indulgent sound that László made. “That’s cute. Adorable. Baby’s first insult.”

      László snorted, and Rowan’s face spasmed with surprise and outrage, but Lorne walked past him through the open door. Into the giant warehouse. His new pugilist club.

      The air smelled like fresh wax and varnish and potential, the hardwood floors buffed to an immaculate shine. The door swung closed behind them and the place felt too big and too empty and too hot. It was strange to be so hot this time of year, with the winter wind invading the city, with storms roiling on the horizon, promising snow and ice. Their footsteps echoed on the floor, the sound bouncing around under the high ceilings and the pipes that ran above their heads. The club had good equipment, and László rattled off the names of everything like it was supposed to mean something to Lorne. They had a proper ring with ropes to keep the fighters up where they belonged instead of leaving them to fall into the crowd if they weren’t vigilant.

      Something hot and anxious crawled through Lorne’s chest as László showed him around. Somehow outside was easier to forget why he was here and whose company he was suddenly keeping, but now that he was inside, it was all sinking back into his bones. He tried not to think about all the ways this could go wrong, but the list jumped through his head anyway. Maybe Davik Kaine was going to kill him. There was no fucking way that Davik was going to let him walk around after everything. Hale wanted Lorne dead for a reason—Lorne had been snooping around, and now Lorne knew things. He was going to end up like Hale—maybe Kaine would hang Lorne outside the pugilist club to see if the crows would eat Lorne any faster than they were eating Hale.

      It was worth trying if it meant seeing Jason again, but fuck if he wasn’t certain he was going to screw this up.

      He should have said something to someone about his sister. Tashué maybe—he’d help if Lorne asked him to, without a doubt. Lorne should have gone to Brickheart before coming here, explained how to collect all the assets from the various businesses he invested in and told Tashué which bank to send it to in Teshii to fill up Alys’s accounts. That way she’d have everything Lorne had to give if he died here.

      Breathe.

      A man approached, wearing nothing but his shirt and his trousers, sleeves rolled up to his elbows to show his tattoos—intricate knotwork, a scrawl of some words Lorne couldn’t quite make out, stacked bricks that circled his left forearm and disappeared under his sleeve. More tattoos on the backs of his hands. His beard was neatly trimmed, salt-and-pepper hair swept back off his forehead. He had friendly eyes. Davik Kaine—had to be. He smiled and it felt like a threat, so liquid and easy. The smile of a man who knew he was handsome and powerful, a man who knew he was in total control. It made Lorne’s heart beat double-time, or maybe it was what Vasska said about Davik Kaine getting Jason out. László called him Dav, like they were all a happy family around here.

      “You must be the Lledewydd Lightning,” Davik fucking Kaine said, his voice low and mellow and rolling in a heavy northland burr. “You look like ripe shite.”

      “At least we know he can take some pain and he won’t quit,” László said brightly. “You should’ve seen that fight, Dav. Mad fucker kept getting back up.”

      Davik shrugged like he wasn’t especially impressed. “Stubborn men aren’t exactly hard to come by in this quarter. Are your hands still shite, too? Let me see ’em.”

      Make this work for Jason. “It’s not a big deal, Mr. Kaine. I’ve fought with hands in worse shape than this.”

      “Maybe, but you’re a proper boxer now, and we’ve got to get you into tournament shape,” Davik said. “Stretch ’em out, laddie, let me see.”

      Lorne stretched out his hands, and Davik came closer, running his thumb across Lorne’s knuckles. “They’re only a bit sore.”

      “You ever break anything?” Davik asked.

      “What? Ah—yeah. These two.” Lorne touched the knuckle of the middle finger and the smallest. “Different fights, but one right after the other and it hurt for a long time after it was healed. Or maybe it took a long time to heal, I don’t know. That’s when I got better with my left. That was a while ago, though.”

      “Aye, you’ve got a hammer of a left,” Davik said. “The bones, they still hurt?”

      “In the winter, when it’s cold and wet—they ache.”

      “It’s always cold and wet ’round here, innit it?” Davik took his hand, fingers squeezing the bones, the knuckles. Lorne didn’t know what he was looking for, exactly. “And your wrists? How are they?”

      “I don’t know. They’re wrists. They move. I haven’t broken them, if that’s what you’re asking. I broke my forearm when I was a kid. The left. Dislocated my shoulder in the military, falling from a tree. Turns out I’m a shit scout. Sprained both my ankles at one time or another. I don’t think I’ve hurt my knees? If I did, I don’t remember. I broke my foot when I was a kid, too. The right, I think? I kicked a crab trap, and it fucking hurt. I guess I don’t know for sure it was broken, but I couldn’t walk on it for months without it hurting. Hobbled around all summer. Does it matter? Hasn’t everyone broken something at some point?”

      “No, actually,” Rowan said. “Some people go through their lives without any broken bones at all, if you can believe it.”

      “All those breaks make me wonder if you’ve got fragile bones,” László said.

      “Or he hits things too fucking hard,” Davik said with another shrug. “That’s where I’d put my money if we’re taking bets. Why don’t you take a look, László, see if there’s a problem.”

      “Wait,” Lorne said. It was all moving faster than he could keep up with, but of course it was moving fast. He didn’t know what else he expected—László said Lorne’s first match was soon. “Take a look—what do you mean?”

      “National Pugilist League requires a healer for each club, Mr. Lightning,” Davik said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Helps reduce casualties and all that, and helps optimizing training to make the best athletes possible. Is that going to be a problem?”

      “I just—”

      “Let me guess,” Rowan interrupted. “You’re fucking that Blackwood kid because he’s cute and tight, but you’re still afraid of the tainted, just like everyone else. Lucky for you, he’s locked up so you can pretend to be the compassionate, self-sacrificing hero who’s taken up with a tainted boy even though you’re clean, without actually facing the reality that your lover could turn you inside out if he wanted to.”

      Rage burst so hot in Lorne’s chest, he had to bite down on it to keep it from making him say something truly idiotic. He forced himself to wait a moment, chewing on the rage, breathing slow through the fury until it subsided enough to let him speak with some veneer of calm. He turned to Davik instead of Rowan, looking the older man in the eye. “That your son?”

      “Aye, he’s mine, the idiot,” Davik muttered.

      Lorne nodded, grinding his teeth together so hard it made them creak before he trusted himself to speak. “You tell your son if he ever talks about Jason like that again, I’m knocking some of his teeth out.” He spoke each word calmly, but with sharp edges he couldn’t contain. “I’m not usually the type that hits children, but there are some things I won’t stand for, and anyone talking about Jason like that is one of them.”

      “You can tell him yourself, Mr. Lightning,” Davik said with a lazy, disinterested shrug. “I been trying to tell him he’d catch a fist with that mouth of his, but folks ’round here let him get away with too much because they think I’ll hand out retribution for it.”

      “I don’t think I need to repeat myself,” Lorne said, looking over at Rowan. “I think he heard me.”

      “Did you hear the man, Rowan?” Davik asked, glancing over his shoulder at the boy.

      “Yeah,” Rowan said, but his voice was trembling—anger or fear or maybe some mix of both. Maybe Lorne had underestimated him because his face looked so young, but maybe he was just as ready to fight as Lorne was. “I heard him fine, Da.”

      “Great,” Davik said, and his voice dropped pitch, and the hard rolling of his rs made the word sound like a primal growl. He leaned in closer to Lorne, and suddenly László was standing too close so Lorne couldn’t back up. “He listened to you, and now you’re going to listen to me real close, yeah? I haven’t got time to fuck around with you and play all these fun little games about whether or not we trust each other. I need this club to work and Powell Iwan fucked me more than a little by making me wait so long for you. We’re supposed to put on a good showing for this fundraiser, but all I got is some smart mouth boy that looks like ground beef and doesn’t know how to box. So, you need to get to work right now and cut the shit. You think you’ve got something in that ugly head of yours that I don’t already know? Spare me. I know Powell picked you because he figured he knew you’d be loyal, and I’m willing to bet my whole fucking club that they lured you over here by telling you about getting the Blackwood kid out of the Rift, so you understand what’s at stake around here, yeah? Whatever you promised Powell, I don’t give a ripe shite.”

      “I didn’t promise Powell fucking anything,” Lorne said.

      Davik hissed air through his teeth, the same way Vasska hissed at that stray dog, and held up a hand. “I ain’t done talking, laddie. So you’re going to shut your mouth and keep listening.”

      Lorne clenched his fists so hard the scabs on his knuckles split and oozed blood that dripped like hot acid from the wounds, his back ramrod straight and his eyes locked on Davik’s face. “Sure thing, Mr. Kaine.”

      “Good boy, you’re a fast learner. So here it is, the one and only time I’m going to threaten you. You can either cooperate and work the hardest you ever worked in your fucking life and suck your little feelings right back into your chest and let László fix your hands and your stupid face, or I’m going to put your body in the Brightwash and put one of my own people as the pugilist for this fight. Understood?”

      “I’m not afraid of dying, Mr. Kaine,” Lorne said.

      Davik made the hissing sound again, and it took all of Lorne’s self-control not to snap his head forward and break the motherfucker’s nose. “Son, you misunderstand me. I don’t need you to be afraid. Whether you’re scared of meeting the Keeper of the Keys or not, you’ll still be dead, and I’ll be running my club the way I want. I need you to know I won’t be letting some crusty wank stain of a boy ruin what I’ve been building for fucking years. Are we clear, Mr. Lightning?”

      “Oh, am I allowed to talk now?” Lorne asked.

      Davik smiled, sharp and unimpressed. “Aye, this would be a good time.”

      “Great,” Lorne said, the word grinding out of him like shards of glass. There was something comforting about this much anger, simmering in him, keeping him safe from doubt or worry, leaving no room for anything but the intensity of it. “I was going to save you all the talking, but maybe you like the sound of your own voice, hey?”

      Davik laughed. “I like you, laddie. If you’re willing to work, I think you’ll fit in well here.”

      “I’m willing to work, Mr. Kaine,” Lorne said. “I was going to say I didn’t promise Powell Iwan anything, because fuck him. And I know it was your man Hale that set me up for the fight that made me look like ground beef, but I hear someone took care of Hale, so you and me, we don’t have any problems. Because Vasska did tell me you’re getting Jason out, and I want you to understand that it’s the only thing I care about in the whole world. He’s been in there three years, and you’re telling me that you’re going to do what I couldn’t? What his father couldn’t? Fantastic. If I have to box, fine. If I have to walk into the Rift myself, fine. If I have to be bait so you can pull off whatever you’ve got planned, that’s perfect. I’m here for him, and I’ll do anything.” It wasn’t a lie, not really.

      Davik relaxed instantly, clapping his hands together and leaning back to give Lorne space to breathe again. “Fantastic. That’s what I like to hear, laddie. I like people that are driven by something bigger than they are. These fists are mine now, you hear me? They hit what I tell them to hit. You don’t hit anything else. You’ve got a mean temper, but I’ve got a lot riding on your fists so they’re mine.”

      “Yeah, sure,” Lorne said. “My wrists belong to you, too? Is that why you were asking about them? Am I allowed to jerk off or are you worried I’ll sprain something?”

      László barked fresh laughter that chased all the tension out of the room.

      Davik grinned. “Son, if you’re going to sprain something by jerking off, your cock is bigger than you deserve, or your wrists will need more work before we put you in the ring. Let me know which it is since we haven’t got much time to get you ready.”

      Lorne shrugged, fighting to unclench his fists, but fuck they hurt. “My wrists are fine.”

      László dropped his arm around Lorne’s shoulder, pulling them together like he’d decided they were best friends. “I like him, Dav. Can we keep him?”

      “Aye, I think we can. I think you’ll fit in great around here, Mr. Lightning. My people haven’t any quit in them, either. You’ve good fists, boy. Good swing. Good reach. Natural movement and all that. We should be able to shape you just fine.”

      Lorne shrugged. “I just hit people for money.”

      “So what are we doing first, Dav?” László asked. “We’re getting started right away, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” Davik said. “Do you know how to use a skip rope?”

      People filtered into the massive space, settling at the bar, throwing themselves at the equipment, filling the big, empty space with bodies and noise. It wasn’t any better than when the place was empty because now he was aware of how many people could fit in this building—there weren’t that many yet, or at least it didn’t feel like it with the way the building sprawled across half the block, but Lorne’s imagination could fill the empty spaces with the crush of people that would show up for the match he was supposed to box in. And he wondered if every single one of them would be Red Dawn.

      “A skip rope?” Lorne asked. “Sure. Why?”

      “I need to watch you while you exercise to see how your body uses energy and how best to get you to peak performance,” László explained. “And if we’re worried about your bones, I guess we’ll look at them, too. See how they take the impact. And your joints for that matter. We’ll be using Talent to do that.”

      “We?” Lorne asked.

      “Me and Rowan,” László said. “I’m your healer, but I’ll be teaching him how to take care of you, in case I can’t always be here. You won’t feel us doing anything. I’ll try to stay out of your mind, but sometimes there is a bit of…” László shrugged, searching for the right word. “Bleeding. From your thoughts, into mine. It’s a myth that healers can go digging around in your thoughts and memories. We only see what’s on the surface—what you’re thinking about in the moment. And feel your emotions. You can think about things you don’t mind me seeing. But, you should know, I’ve seen it all. I don’t think there’s anything in that skull of yours that will shake me up. Give me your wrist.”

      Lorne blinked at him. “My what?”

      László motioned to Lorne’s hand. “Your wrist, darling. That thing you need to jerk off that giant cock of yours.”

      A flush spread hot and fast across Lorne’s face and László grinned again. Lorne thrust one arm out and László held him strangely, pressing two fingers against the underside of Lorne’s wrist and then he stood a moment with his eyes closed.

      “Your resting heart rate is fast, but we’ll call that stress, hey?” László said, letting go of Lorne. “Might as well get started.”

      Davik waved someone forward to take Lorne’s coat, and László thrust a skip rope into his hand. Everyone moved back to give him space. Lorne got tangled in the rope a few times while he got used to the particular length and weight of it—it was too long for him, so he wrapped it around his hands a few times to get it right. The exertion of jumping made his heart beat faster and his lungs ache and his legs burn and his arms hurt. And it all felt almost good, comforting, this all-consuming body ache. Easier than the ache that settled in his soul when he thought about how long it had been since he’d been physically intimate with the single person he loved most in the world. The burning panic that tried to squeeze the air out of him when he wondered what would become of him if Jason died before getting out. Died in the process of getting out. Died in the inevitable chaos that would explode across Yaelsmuir when all those people broke out of the Rift. How was Davik going to get Jason out? Fuck.

      Stop thinking about Jason in the Rift, behind that metal grate, small and tired and crushed by the weight of his ugly reality.

      Think about Jason in the Bay, the first time they met. Scared, maybe, but luminous. Intimidated by life and by Cattle Bone Bay but alight with his own inner glow. Short-tempered and brave and funny.

      Jason in Brickheart, trying to decide what to do about his Talent. Whether he’d keep hiding it or if he’d register.

      The feeling of Jason’s Talent, like a breeze across Lorne’s skin. Like a kiss on his beating heart, the most intimate thing he’d ever experienced in his life. And then a real kiss on the mouth, the kind with lips and tongues and heavy breathing, and instead of a breeze on his skin, it was Jason’s hands. There was hardly any space at all in Jason’s small bed, but it didn’t matter because their bodies pressed so close together that for a while, it was like they occupied the same space.

      That was the last time they got the chance to touch each other so much. They fought the next morning because Jason didn’t understand why Lorne wouldn’t settle in Brickheart, why Lorne felt he needed to stay in the Bay. Stay homeless, drifting. Lorne needed to work, needed to keep his expenses low. Needed to send every crown he had to Alys’s account so she could stay in school and have a life that was better than the way Lorne floated from one infuriating existence to another. But he wasn’t good at talking about Alys, and he wasn’t good at explaining himself at all, so Jason thought Lorne didn’t want to settle with him.

      And then Jason was arrested.

      Processed to the Rift.

      It was summer when Lorne went back to the apartment on the Row to find Tashué drunk in his living room and breaking things. Because none of the things Tashué tried to do had worked, and now they had nothing to do but wait and see if Jason would register to get himself out.

      Three and a half years. Waiting for Jason to register, or figure out something else.

      And now, ‘something else’ was here, and somehow Lorne learning how to box was going to help.

      “That’s plenty, Mr. Lightning,” László called. “I don’t see any real problems, Dav. He used that rope a long time, and when the pain started, his thinking went internal and he ignored how much it hurt—I think he just doesn’t pay attention to his limits.”

      Now that he’d stopped, the pain came rolling in, his lungs burning, his legs aching. Sweat crawled under his clothes. “So my bones and joints and heart and lungs are all fine,” he said, once he’d caught his breath enough to string so many words together, “but my head is fucked up?”

      “Sounds like it,” Davik said. “You’ll fit right in around here.”
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