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To the Immortals in my reader group. Your support is one of the biggest reasons I write. Thank you!

Always, always and forever, to my husband, who supports me one hundred percent. I love you. I couldn't do this without you.

​Trigger warnings appear in the top menu on the author's website.

KayelleAllen.com

After you read this story, will you dare to enter the Empire?

Look for your entry ticket at the end.
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Planet Kelthia, Miraj City, Central City District

Thieves' Guild Academy

Sumertsag 40, 4669 Tradestandard

"I object in the strongest terms." Brinn Halin came to his feet. "Abandoning a four-year-old to the imperial foster system is wrong."

"No one's abandoning her." Kam Zavala, Master of the Academy, leaned back in his chair at the end of the oval table. "She'll be returned to the imperial facility where we got her. Dresden Fasra is unsuitable. There's no malice in the board's decision. It's simply a good decision for the Academy."

Could the man not hear how cold-blooded those words were? "And how will that good decision affect a little girl?"

Kam, like the seven others seated around the table, stared at him with eyes as lifeless as the flat black tabletop.

Brinn straightened. "True, the imperial services will house and educate her, but that's it. She'll be a number, not a person. We rescued Dresden because she's a HalfKin. She may be four, but her vocabulary is akin to a twelve-year-old." With the flick of a hand, Brinn cast a floating holographic chart into the center of the table. "Her dexterity, speed, and comprehension are off the charts compared to human students."

"We're familiar with HalfKin stats." With a curt wave, Kam dismissed the chart. "Intelligence and ability don't change the fact that she's not a good fit. She needs to go."

"What she needs is training only the Academy can give her."

"Training with whom?" Kam folded his hands on the table. "This child has been through three foster families in the Academy in as many weeks. Each one marked her as ungovernable."

"All that means is they couldn't manage her. She's spirited."

"Spirited?" Kam picked up his notereader. "According to the first family, Dresden Fasra is, and I quote, 'difficult, obstinate, impudent, and impertinent.'" He stroked upward on the reader. "The second found her 'insulting, insolent, and flippant.' The third family simply stated, 'tantrums.'" He tossed the device onto the table. "With those qualities in her record, no Sen'dai in their right minds would foster her. The Guild wants children who can be trained as thieves. This girl is unsuitable. Thieves require patience and discipline. She has neither."

"Of course not. She's four!" Resisting the urge to raise his voice, Brinn braced his hands on the table. This was a board meeting, not a shouting match. "The lack of patience and discipline is why we foster children instead of teenagers. We mold them and teach them those skills. Dresden's parents died when she was two, and for half her life she's been housed with the imperial agency. Do any of you have a clue what life in that system is like?"

No one spoke.

"Well, I do." Brinn folded his arms. "I was fostered into the Academy at age three, and I had it pretty good, to be honest. But one of my best friends growing up was in the system until he was six. He never got over the trauma of being 'herded' as he put it. Classrooms hold fifty or more kids. How are they supposed to learn in that environment? I would never willingly abandon a child to that life. Kids thrive on affection. The Empire programs its android caretakers to be fair, and to follow regulations. They're always present, they're watchful, and they take care of the students, but as a substitute for parents, they suck. Getting a hug from a machine is like cuddling a rock."

"Brinn." Kam picked up a stylus and twirled it through his fingers. "Android caretakers have come a long way since you were there. What... forty years ago?" He glanced at the others as if seeking agreement, and a few nodded. "The imperial system keeps kids safe and gives them a basic education."

"But that's all they do. They don't teach life skills. They don't prepare children for jobs. The system won't prepare Dresden for life once she's on her own. She needs us. She has nowhere else to go."

"The liaison for the Kin homeworld said they'd take her."

Brinn's jaw dropped. Kam had asked them? "Of all the..." He reined in his frustration. "Officially, yes. By our treaty, they must. Unofficially, they'd consider her a 'halfbreed abomination.' How long would it be before she was the victim of an honor killing? That's officially over, too, but they still happen. Is that what we're ready to consign her to?"

Around the table, not one person met Brinn's gaze. The sterility of the room's smell carried the same blankness as their faces. In the silence, a soft hiss began as chilled air forced its way through the vents.

"Face it, people. Our Academy is her last hope, and you know it."

Kam lifted his stony gaze and stared back.

Since no one spoke, Brinn continued. "The Guild has helped children for generations. We've given them skills, education, and jobs. Granted, they don't always work out, and we all know the cost of rearing and housing children is a financial burden." Brinn tapped a finger on the table. "But our willingness to take care of them is the price we pay for gaining the public trust. If we start turning our backs on children now, we'll lose the right to theft by contract. Then what will our exalted Thieves' Guild be? Nothing more than a club for crooks. We can't engage public trust without undertaking a burden that benefits the public."

Kam rubbed a spot between his eyes. "You're not telling us anything we don't know. But this child..."

"She needs us. Plain and simple."

"We're not unsympathetic to her situation." Kam pushed his chair back from the table. "But she's beyond our help."

"No, she's beyond the help we've given her so far." The past, with its burdens and mishaps, and its heart wrenching failures... None of that mattered. What mattered was saving this one little girl. "If we dump Dresden into the imperial system, she'll have no promise of a future beyond life as a common laborer. No opportunities to excel. The Academy is her last chance to make something of herself, and we need to give it to her."

"Brinn..." Kam extended one hand. "I understand why this means so much to you. Given your past situation—"

"Stop." Brinn held up his hands. "You're right about one thing. It's in the past. It needs to stay there. My past and its successes or failures has no relevance to today's agenda." He took a deep breath. "Let's move on."

"Fine." Kam braced his elbows on the table. "You have a soft spot for alien children. We all do. But this is one we must let go. No one's willing to train her."

"She's not alien. She's half human."

"And half Kin. She has fangs, and the physical strength of a preteen."

"But if—"

"Brinn!" Kam stood. "No one can control this girl."

How had he ever been attracted to Kam in the first place? A good leader, yes, and dynamic. Masculine, strong, trim, fit. But if he could give up on a child this easily, he did not belong at the head of the Academy.

And he'd never belonged in Brinn's bed.

Good thing that had been over before it started.

"I know this is hard," Kam said. "But for the good of the Academy, we need to let her go."

Brinn's youngest foster brother was a HalfKin and Brinn had helped rear him. To an extent. It wasn't like he didn't understand the risks, or the rewards. "Okay. A compromise. We'll let her go after one more try."

"You're assuming there's some fool unwise enough to foster this girl."

"There is." He took a deep breath, let it all out. What was he doing? This was going to come back to bite him on the ass. But he could not let this child go without trying to save her. He put his earlier failure out of his mind and squared his shoulders. "I'll foster Dresden myself. The fool is me." But, oh, how he hoped the fool part wouldn't be true.
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Sumertsag 41

At his desk first thing in the morning, Kam skimmed over the board's unanimous approval for Brinn's request to foster Dresden, and then signed it. The sign above the door to his office held the Guild motto.

Honor above profit. Skill above chance. Family above all.

Either it was true for everyone, or it was true for no one.

Working with Brinn over the years had led to a more intimate relationship, and then to a few unforgettable nights with the hot-headed master thief, who was hot in other ways as well.

Downright scorching.

He couldn't help but wish he'd pursued Brinn. Though their short affair had been a year ago, that man was one lover he'd never forgotten. Waking beside him, with all that glorious dark, dusky skin displayed so temptingly, his brown eyes half-closed, and that mop of unruly auburn curls falling in his face...

Kam pushed back from his desk and stood.

Work was not a good place to let his memories run in that direction. He crossed to a large window overlooking the playground.

With students on summer break, the swings and climbing equipment sat empty. No giggling or squealing. No shouting. No pounding feet as one team kicked a ball away from the other. How often had he interrupted his work to stand here and take in the sights and sounds of children laughing and playing?

The image—and the privilege of caring for them—never got old.

Turning away any child went against everything he believed in, and it had taken pure grit and determination to put the Academy first and refuse to keep Dresden. He'd argued about sending her away more to convince himself than Brinn. When Brinn made the offer to foster her, two things had come to mind.

One, this was going to be trouble. And two, Brinn's heart burned with the kind of passion Kam longed for. To be so insistent on doing the right thing. No... on being the right kind of person. How he admired that.

If things went wrong with this fostering, it would fall to Kam to sign the papers releasing Dresden back to the imperial system. One thing he'd learned in dealing with subordinates, to do his job, he needed emotional distance. Which, in turn, meant he had few close friends within the Academy. Getting close to a teacher he might later have to counsel or remove from service made everything more awkward.

He opened the window and braced his arms on the sill, taking in the cool morning air. Summer season on Kelthia brought plenty of heat, but this early in the day, a distinct chill rode the breeze. Final vestiges of morning fog still drifted among the trees surrounding the field. He inhaled the scent of fresh-cut grass. Only a faint hum of automated mowers in the distance marred the silence.

At a knock on his door, he turned. "Come in."

His assistant poked her head around the door. "You have a call from the director of Planet Fun. She doesn't sound happy."

Please let this not be because students hacked into her park again.

The previous month, an entire Advanced Interior Security class had changed season ticket pricing in the huge amusement park to free for ten minutes. Not content with that, they also advertised it with a flash ad on Imperinet and sent all the complaint calls to the director's personal mobile. Retaliation, they'd claimed, for her banning their class from the park for a previous hack. They almost hadn't graduated because of it.

Smoothing things over with the park had taken creative deals and legal finagling on the part of Guild lawyers. When a different student had hacked them last week, the only salvation had come through intercession by Brinn with his foster father, Luc Saint-Cyr, who was friends with the owner of the park.

Saint-Cyr, who owned the security company idBot, offered to supply full premium idBot protection to the park for a year at no cost. Supposedly, making them hack proof.

Kam returned to his desk. "Put her through. Voice only." He made himself smile; an old sales trick learned from his mother. The person on the other end of the call picked up the subtle difference. "Happy thoughts. Happy thoughts." The call-live light blinked on. "This is Kam Zavala. How can I—"

"Kam, did we not have two four-hour long conference calls regarding your students hacking our park?"

Not again. He drew a deep breath. "Yes, ma'am."

"Did you not promise you would take steps to ensure it never happened again?"

And there went his fake smile. Kam slumped a little. "Yes, ma'am."

"Did idBot not promise the park it would make us virtually hack proof?"

"They certainly did." That was not his fault, thankfully.

"Did you not believe we were serious when we said if it did happen again, Planet Fun would sue the Academy as well as the Guild?"

"Ma'am, we took that very seriously. What happened?"

"The fact that you have to ask shows how little oversight you have. A group of your students commandeered several of our anti-gravity rides yesterday. They kept a normal two-minute ride going for thirty minutes. Over ten times longer than usual. Those rides seat one hundred people, Mr. Zavala, which over a period of thirty minutes equates to a thousand fares lost. Those waiting in line and on front-of-the-line status complained. Riders experienced severe nausea, disorientation, and a few fainted. Many reported the ride as malfunctioning. By law, the malfunction of a ride is a public-facing status. Multiply that by six rides all over the park at the same time, some of which seat up to two hundred people. Do you have any idea the loss of revenue that generated? Not to mention the loss of public trust from having six rides malfunctioning at the same time?"
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