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Tarth City, Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, idBot Corporate Headquarters

Birit 38, 4669 Tradestandard date

Though she ached to slam it, Shohn Lexius eased her office door shut, then took a civil and polite step back. Hissing, she swiped the air with her claws and stuck the smallest ones straight up.

Claws retracted, she stalked to the narrow window, braced her hands on the sill and pressed her forehead to the glass. The spring sun offered no heat. And why? Because on human worlds, builders installed special glass so their precious little sun wouldn't hurt their precious fragile skin.

Humans. Honestly.

Oh, all right, she'd admit human skin was sleek. Nice to stroke. She even liked its smoothness against her tongue, but come on. Would it hurt to let in a little heat?

Humans protected themselves from such trivial 'dangers' as sunbeams. On this world, indoor temperatures never fluctuated. And forget opening a window.

Not on the seventieth floor of the city's tallest building.

She laid back her ears, aching for the fresh air of her homeworld. The freedom of a hynder beneath her, galloping full speed in sunshine along the beach. Charging through the forests, cantering in the rain. A purr rumbled in her chest at the memories.

Working up an honest sweat mucking out stalls, tending the stock, shoulder to shoulder with family, everyone laughing and singing. Accepting her word that when she asked for something, she should get it. No one telling her how much money she could spend or asking why she needed it. She reined in her thoughts. That was her old self talking.

The person of privilege her family had reared her to be, not the fighter for equality she'd become. Sometimes, though, living off-world rankled. Here she was, a Kin warrior with the honor blade at her side to prove it, stuck working in a human-oriented office on the capitol planet of what she'd once considered her people's enemy.

Well, she'd brought this on herself, hadn't she? She'd left her homeworld of her own accord. It was her fault she spent every day with round-eyed humans whose ears could hear a third less than her own. A race oblivious to the overpowering reek of its own species.

A Kin's sense of kahlah caught the scent of human lies no matter how small. A handy skill during interrogations. She knew before humans spoke if they would try to pull a fast one, and they all tried. As for the tartness of their fear, well, a clawed Kin had better get used to that pretty fast, because a fanged smile was no help whatsoever.

A knock at the door pulled her back to the here and now. She picked up a notereader tablet and fanned herself, dispersing any scent of frustration she might have released.

After straightening her green-and-black uniform jacket, she squared her shoulders. "Come."

The door cracked open, and the pointed ears of her Kin assistant appeared first. Rooshkah poked his head around the edge.

She beckoned to him. "I won't bite."

"You sure? You did just come back from the finance department."

In answer, she stuck up the claws of her smallest fingers.

Chuckling, he came forward, mug in hand. "Thought you could use some tea."

"Blessings on you and your house forever." Shohn made a short bow and accepted the drink. The fragrance soothed. She took a deep drink. "Mmm. This is good! What's in it?" She held up one finger. "Human words."

"Um..." After ten years in the Empire, Rooshkah had mastered the human language of Etymis, but they tested one another whenever the opportunity presented itself. "Lavender, cinnamon, and chamomile. My favorite." He gave her a Kin smile, no fangs or teeth, both ears out at the sides. "I keep some at my desk. Good for stress." A bitter-chocolate scent surrounded him, mixed with butter.

His longing and homesickness rivaled hers.

"I blend it myself." He scuffed one foot across the carpet. "Was my father's favorite back on the planet."

Unlike herself, Rooshkah and his two brothers had fled their homeworld seeking freedom, an honorable reason. In a culture where unwanted male children were kweeoh bait, triplet males meant a loss of status. Their family risked everything to keep them. But give them the freedom to marry? Have children? No family would risk getting three more boys.

Rooshkah never needed to know her own motives.

She lifted the mug. "Roo, thank you for the tea. I know I shouldn't say this, but if I have to sit through one more budget review with the finance committee, I'll shoot someone."

"No, you wouldn't." He nodded toward the ever-present hook knife hanging from her belt. "You'd stab them."

She laughed despite the situation. "Tempting."

"The boss texted your main number, asking to see you. I said I'd fetch you."

"Where is he?"

"His Lucsondis office."

She drained the tea and handed back the mug. "Tell him I'm on my way."

****
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In the elevator heading down to Lucsondis Enterprises, Shohn signed off on bonuses for her staff. Yes, she told her staff how much she valued them. Yes, she gave them the freedom to do their jobs without hovering over them, but money still spoke. Loud and clear. It said, "You did a good job" in ways that words never would.

Before she'd gone four floors, her mobile vibrated with two quick buzzes, and then a third. She pulled it out. Rooshkah had filed the notes from her earlier meeting and updated her schedule, then sent a thank you for his bonus.

Well earned, if ever one was.

The doors opened and she exited. Heatless morning sunlight streamed through floor-to-ceiling windows, filling the open space with a serene glow far brighter than what her small window afforded. On this floor, humans worked inside glass-enclosed offices on either side of a central walkway.

The boss called it open space.

She called it a fishbowl.

He'd wanted her here, close to him, like other department heads, but she'd insisted on remaining near her staff. Thank the Creator he'd agreed. Having to work in a glass cage all day with every eye in the place on her? No thank you. A few people glanced up as she passed; one or two nodded a greeting.

A human female coming her way took a quick peek at the blade at Shohn's side, angled closer to the wall and kept her head down as she hurried past.

Shohn reminded herself not to rest her hand on her hook knife. Humans got all ear twitchy when she did that. Or...whatever it was that humans twitched when nervous.

In Luc Saint-Cyr's outer office, his long-time assistant, Ms. Mead, stood and came out from behind her desk. The tiny, fierce human female extended both hands like an old friend.

Shohn placed hers into them. "Good morning."

"It most certainly is." Did the white-haired Ms. Mead even know the definition of gloom? Doubtful. This woman brought the sun's warmth inside with her smile. "How are you, this fine day?"

"Always good, once I see you."

"You say the sweetest things." Ms. Mead touched Shohn's arm. "I'll let him know you're here." She pushed open one of the huge double wooden doors. Carved with kanya leaves, the Kin version of an oak, those doors had been a single tree on Shohn's homeworld. They soared to a ceiling easily as high as a Kin temple. Everything was bigger on Felidae.

Within a few seconds, the woman came back. "Go right in. He's signing a few contracts before leaving for the day."

Inside his cavernous office, head down, Saint-Cyr sat behind a desk the size of a small lake. Stacks of notereaders covered it. Sleeves rolled back, he scribbled signatures on first one tablet, then another. Steam rose from a fat coffee cup on his right.

When he didn't look up, she cleared her throat. "Is this a bad time, sir?"

"Not at all. One last... There." He threw himself back in his chair. "Done. Shohn, thank you for coming."

As if she would ever refuse him. "What's up, boss?"

Saint-Cyr tossed aside his stylus, stood, and came around the desk. "I've been signing contracts to keep Ms. Mead happy, and then Rah and I are taking the grandkids out to the ranch for a few days. Let them ride horses, run with the dogs, and play in the dirt."

"Who's happier about that? The kids? Izzorah? Or you?"

Saint-Cyr rubbed a hand across his mouth. "That's a real toss-up. I'll have to get back to you on that." He perched on the edge of the desk. "Anything new on our firestorm guy?"

"I got word from my operative that Dr. Townsend received a reprimand today."

Human ears were completely unreadable, and Saint-Cyr's proficiency at concealing emotions surpassed that of most. But his seeming lack of concern could not fool her kahlah.

He folded his arms. "Reprimand? That sounds ominous."

"Townsend's son was named Primary Terraforming Scientist on the team studying firestorm formations, reporting to his father."

"And?"

"As soon as he was on board, he made queries and shared proprietary files outside the Terraformers Circle of Fellowship. And the great TCF couldn't tolerate that."

"Too many pronouns. Third or Fourth?"

"Pardon?" She laid back one ear. "Pronouns? Third or fourth what?"

"Was it he, the father, Joseph Townsend the Third, or he, the son, Joseph Townsend the Fourth?"

"Oh!" She lowered both ears. "Sorry. The father shared files. Apparently, that caused quite a stink in the firestorm research community. I have only one operative within the TCF but he's a close friend of the Fourth, who's worried Townsend the Third may be under threat of expulsion. That could be a serious setback for your project. He'd be cut off from his research and barred from Kyrenie. Rumor has it he smuggled data off planet and offered it to the highest bidder."

"Doubt that. I'd be the highest bidder." Saint-Cyr touched his chest. "I've spent a fortune angling for ways to recruit the man. He knows my interest, but I've had no contact."

"The TCF knows your interest as well. Their ban against sharing proprietary information is the bedrock of all employee contracts. They will fight you all the way if you try to hire him."

"I assume you have a plan."

"According to my operative, Townsend the Fourth says his father shared research in protest of not being able to seek private funding and grants."

Saint-Cyr pumped a fist into the air. "After all this time, to finally see a crack of light at the door. Shohn, this is exciting. I owe you one."

"As many times as you've said that over the years, I think you owe me at least a hundred." She stuck out one claw and pointed at him. "Give or take a few dozen."

He flashed a blazing grin. "Right you are. Anytime, Shohn. Anytime."

"Anything else, sir?"

"One item." He tilted his head, hands spread. "For the hundredth time, when are you going to start calling me 'Luc' instead of 'sir' or 'boss?'"

Her throat constricted, and she coughed. "Sir, I have too much respect for you. Ms. Mead calls you that as well."

"Ms. Mead doesn't know the truth about me." He pointed at her. "You do."

Shohn had worked for him for over twenty years, and had been his Chosen, an exalted confidante to an immortal, for almost six.

He had no idea she'd also been one of the Light, a similar confidante to an opposing group of immortals, for over twenty-five. Recruited by them at the lowest point in her life, at her absolutely most vulnerable. If only she could have met Saint-Cyr first.

But her mission for them still worked well for her. She must serve Saint-Cyr until such time as they could step in and recruit him to their side. They expected her loyalty above everyone.

They'd had it at the start. Thing was, over the years she'd served Saint-Cyr, she'd gotten to know him. Know his heart. No matter what happened with the other immortals, her boss was the one man she was not going to let down.

Not today.

Not tomorrow.

Not ever.

But she could not let herself get on a first-name basis, and she could let no one close, even if she considered them as dear as family. "I'm sorry, sir. Respectfully, I decline."

"You're far more than an employee, Shohn. I don't say that lightly."

Though it pained her to reject him, she took a small step back. Not meeting his gaze, she bowed. "Sir, thank you. Will there be anything else?"

Saint-Cyr returned to his seat. "Nothing else. Thank you, Shohn. Keep me posted." The coconut-beer scent wafting from him revealed his disappointment.

How she wished she could make him proud instead.
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Tarthian Empire, Kyrenie

Fenris City, Taskya District

Birit 53

The barren house echoed the void inside. Empty places stared back, demanding a reaction. But Joe Townsend the Fourth had nothing left to give.

From the moment he'd learned of his folks' accidental death, life had screamed past like a banshee. The never-ending whirlwind of people needing around-the-clock decisions sucked his energy dry. He leaned against the inside of his parents' front door and slid down.

Today, he'd said his formal goodbyes at their memorial. Like a wooden soldier, he'd listened to the unending I'm-so-sorrys and the non-stop oh-poor-Joe-how-are-you-doings.

How did they think he was doing?

Life had plunged him into a lightless, inescapable world of sympathetic platitudes.

How could he move forward when the past held him fast?

How could he move forward with grief clouding every thought?

How could he move forward when every step led him further away from the people he'd loved most?

There had to be a saner way to handle heartbreak.

Joe stood and dusted himself off. He should throw himself into his work. That's what his dad always—

A fresh ache swept over him.

"Son, whatever you can't change, accept and work through. Focus on what you can do, what you have to do, and don't waste time looking back."

Joe braced an arm across his stomach. Would he ever think of his father's words of wisdom again without this foreboding sensation of loss? This sense that part of himself was missing? Or of his mother and her strength? Her abiding belief in him, encouraging him, guiding the way?

Dragging his feet, Joe staggered through the house, back to the room that had been his when he'd lived here as a boy, now stripped bare. His parents had put the house on the market and accepted an offer weeks prior to their deaths. They'd put everything in storage, and were ready to move. The new owners would arrive tomorrow.

Nothing remained of the place Joe had once called his haven.

There was no home to go to. Starting tomorrow, this place would be someone else's. Not his parents'. Not his. Not anymore.

This sterile room symbolized everything he'd lost. If emptiness had a smell, this room would define it. Nothing remained of his family. Not here.

He couldn't think about this tonight. Couldn't think about work, even work he'd been preparing for his whole life.

Joe had longed for the opportunity to work at his father's side. The pride he'd felt when appointed had rivaled the thrill of collaborating with him. The joy of raw discovery, uncovering new truths while pushing the frontiers of knowledge to the nth degree.

Now, he was taking his father's place instead. Trying to fill shoes he would never be worthy to wear.

Right this moment, success was a meaningless distraction.

Exhausted, he curled up in the middle of the floor, surrounded by nothing but loss. He'd spend one last night in this empty shell of a place he'd once considered home.

Come morning, he'd walk away forever.​​
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Tarth City, Di Lusso District

Nizamrak Building, Penthouse Level, "The Loft"

Birit 54

Shohn rode the express elevator up to Luc and Izzorah Saint-Cyr's home. The cabin smelled clean, like other elevators in the building.

On the penthouse floor, McDoth, Saint-Cyr's android major domo, met her and ushered her inside. She waited while the gray-haired servant went to fetch the master of the house.

With one hand resting on the hilt of her curved Kin blade, she ambled around the room.

Married to a Kin, Saint-Cyr insisted on a pristine environment. Visiting her boss's home, with its organic cleansers and polished wooden floors provided fresh healthy air in a world full of cloying, stagnant ponds.

Like stepping onto her homeworld again.

At least, as close as a warrior in exile could expect.

This sumptuous outer area revealed the sophisticated good taste Saint-Cyr was known for. An intricately patterned carpet filled the center of the room. Around her, flowering plants in tall vases released their fragrance. She extended one claw and brought a blossom to her nose. Heady, rich perfume straight off her homeworld.

Her favorite portrait of Saint-Cyr and Izzorah graced one wall, and she went closer to admire it.

Izzorah was her cousin, separated by multiple generations but related, nonetheless. Calling him by his first name when she refused to refer to his spouse the same way had laid her young cousin's ears back more times than she cared to count. But she couldn't explain without tipping her hand. Maybe it wouldn't come up this visit.

In the portrait, the black-skinned Saint-Cyr stood slightly behind the golden Izzorah. The Kin's pointed ears were both up, but his polite smile revealed no fangs.

Kin didn't bare fangs in public.

Shohn ran her tongue across her own.

Both men wore dark suit coats with white shirts. Business attire, taken following their year-long honeymoon, a little over five years ago.

"Ms. Lexius?" McDoth beckoned to her. "Sir apologizes for keeping you waiting and asks if you will please join him in the upstairs garden."

She followed the android through a wider foyer and into a formal room with a full-sized piano and a seating area roomy enough to entertain the entire palace guard. Around a corner, they entered another elevator. This went to the next level of the penthouse and opened onto a spacious park that filled fully half the floor. Though indoors, cleverly potted trees, shrubs, and pale blue walls with painted clouds completed the illusion of being outside. At the sound of chirping birds, she twitched her ears and took a sniff, but the birds seemed to be an illusion.

Since she'd last visited, Saint-Cyr had added a row of low swings and a slide.

He turned as she entered and strode toward her. "Shohn! Good to see you." He gestured toward the six small children Izzorah was leading on a chase. "I'm sorry I had to bring you here instead of the office, but we have the grandchildren today. Do you mind?"

"It's fine. I go where you go." Besides, it was the same building where they both worked. His home sat atop the Nizamrak Building; their offices halfway up it.

Luc Saint-Cyr, aka General Cyken, to use his immortal name, tending grandchildren? Marriage and family had changed him. All those years ago when she'd accepted her mission, Saint-Cyr had been an irascible businessman with a legendary white-hot temper.

The same day she'd met him, he'd rescued an adorable toddler and eventually adopted him. To see the man now, surrounded by a pack of young children calling him grandpa?

Who could have foreseen that?

Shohn had earned her place at Saint-Cyr's side by being smarter, faster, more accurate, and better equipped than his former idBot liaisons. And he'd proven to be far easier to get along with than she'd anticipated.

The secret to working with Saint-Cyr was simple.

Get him the information he needed. Get it right. Get it fast. Get it first.

And protect him while doing it. Which was far more complex.

"Are we sitting there?" She motioned toward a child-sized table and chairs.

"Let's go with something more our size, shall we?" Saint-Cyr tapped a spot on the closest wall, and out slid a full-sized booth with a ragged stuffed bear atop it. With a joyful shout, he hoisted the toy into the air like a trophy. "I found Pocket!"

Squealing with delight, the children scurried toward Saint-Cyr.

He gave Shohn a quick nod. "Sorry. Need a minute." He stooped with the bear.

Dancing from one foot to the other, his four-year-old granddaughter, Senray, grabbed the bear. "You found him, Grandpa!" She kissed her grandfather on the cheek. "You found him. Oh, thank you. See, Aunt Shohn?" She held up the bear. "Grandpa Luc found Pocket."

Aunt Shohn? She drew back. "That's nice."

"Pocket wants a kiss." Senray held the bear out toward her at arm's length.

Why would a toy want anything? Least of all a kiss from a stranger. "You give him one, okay?"

The girl turned the bear's face toward herself, nodded, and turned it back. "He says he wants you to kiss him."

Saint-Cyr hid his face behind a hand.

Izzorah drew both ears forward. He pressed his lips against the back of his own hand, and then gestured to her.

Shohn cleared her throat. "I don't think that's a good idea."

Little Senray took a big step forward and peered up at her. With her curly hair and pert blue eyes, the girl's resemblance to her mischief-making father showed. The pure determination on her face came straight from her rebel captain mother. "Grandpa says we can play outside when we're home because you take care of our family." She tilted her head. "Pocket is part of our family. Doesn't that mean you take care of Pocket?"

Every child's face held the same question.

"Um..." Why could she stare down an enemy and never blink, but facing six small children made her want to bolt for the door? Where was her assistant when she needed him? On her world, males dealt with kids. Females birthed them, handed them over, and went off to war.

Saint-Cyr, damn him, gave her a pleading look she knew all too well. That expression had made her take stupid risks and try things she ought never to have tried, just to make him happy.

Senray blinked those innocent blue eyes. "Well?"

There went what was left of her heart. "Of course, I do."

The child lifted the bear once more. "Then here."

This was going to come back to bite her on the ears, but Shohn bent and kissed the toy atop his ragged head.

"Pocket says thank you." Hugging the bear to her chest, Senray shot her a placid smile, and then turned and skipped away. The girls followed, with the boys trailing after them. That child might be only one quarter Kin, but she had ke therah la hahr, the heart of a warrior.

"Thank you, for doing that, Shohn." Izzorah touched her arm. "I hope you don't mind the children calling you aunt. It was their idea. Honest."

"True." Saint-Cyr stood, brushing off his knees. "We all had breakfast in here, and she set Pocket down while she ate. I must've closed this up without double-checking."

She would deal with him later, but right now, she nodded toward the children. "Is that the same Pocket that belonged to your son? I rarely saw him without it when he was that age. I can't believe he survived." She added, "The bear, not your son. Although as I recall, your son has had a few close calls."

Saint-Cyr chuckled. "That he has. Once he outgrew the bear, I set it aside. Don't know why." He shrugged. "Sentimental, I guess. Gave it back to him when his daughter was born. You'd have thought I'd given him the moon." His gaze went unfocused, as though he'd walked into the past, but then he took a deep breath and wiped at one eye. "She won't go to sleep without it, so it's a good thing we decided to sit down." He seated himself.

Izzorah leaned over and kissed him. "See you, Shohn." He trotted off toward the children.

"Sir." Shohn sat. "We discussed familiarity. I—"

He waved aside her concern. "They've known you all their lives. I swear, it wasn't my idea. They're the ones who started calling you that. Izzorah added his stamp of approval, and I agreed."

"But, sir—"

"I tell you, Shohn, all this running and kneeling and standing is taking a toll. Getting old is not for the weak. This is my first life to age naturally. Not at all what it's cracked up to be."

"But—"

"Grandpa!" The male toddler ran back to Saint-Cyr. Lucrah, named after his grandfathers. "Grandpa, I found it!" He held up one hand.

"What?" Saint-Cyr picked up the boy and peered at a small item.

"Dally's tooth."

Shohn slumped a bit in her seat. They were old enough to lose baby teeth?

"So it is." Saint-Cyr glanced over at Shohn. "Dally lost a bottom tooth in here this morning. It was ready to fall out but she wouldn't let anyone touch it. We didn't know where it went."

Izzorah hurried over, the female toddler balanced on one hip. "Sorry, Luc. I tried to corral him, but he got away from me. Oh, you found the tooth."

"Lucrah did."

The girl child pitched herself into Saint-Cyr's arms. With one finger in her mouth, she twisted toward Shohn. Golden Kin eyes with slashed pupils gazed back at Shohn from a human face, and she had human ears. Her twin brother had blue eyes inherited from his human father, and, like his Kin mother, pointed ears atop his head. HalfKin were a genetic puzzle. You never knew what combination you'd get.

"Sorry for the interruptions, Shohn." Izzorah angled both ears down and to the side in apology. "We have a houseful. It's insanely busy keeping up with all six of them."

"You're doing fine." Watching these two surrounded by children had to be the bright spot in her day. "I see why you wanted me here, but I thought they went home yesterday."

"We wanted to keep them a little longer." Saint-Cyr seated his granddaughter next to her brother. "Their parents were all on a three-day mission off-world and we thought they could use a week or so to themselves. Little vacation. Plus, how often am I going to be able to spoil my grandchildren?"

The four other children skipped up to them, and the tallest girl tugged Izzorah's hand. "Grandpa Izzy, can I have my tooth back?"

"Ew!" The older boy made a face. "It's been on the floor, Dally."

"I wasn't going to put it in my mouth," she informed him, hands on her hips. "I need it for the tooth fairy."

Shohn drew both ears forward and pressed her lips shut. Teeth fairies?

"Nuh-uh!" Lucrah bellowed. "My tooth. I found it."

"No! It's my tooth, Lucrah." Dally reached for it.

"Mine!" The boy jerked back his hand, popping Saint-Cyr in the face.

The great General Cyken flinched. Definitely changed.

All six children gasped, and Lucrah started crying. "I'm sorry, Grandpa!"

Saint-Cyr rubbed his cheek. "It's all right."

Five-year-old YaYa pushed her way forward. "It's okay, Grandpa," she crooned, patting him. "I can kiss your boo-boo all better." She held out her arms as if she were the mother and he the child. When Saint-Cyr leaned closer, she placed a kiss on his cheek. "There." She stroked his hand, looking up at him with concern. "All better now?"

The man's eyes glimmered with unshed tears. The love showing on his face wrenched Shohn's heart. He cleared his throat. "Fine, now. Thank you."

Shohn clamped down on her emotions, especially around Izzorah.

Her other immortals would never believe the tenderness in this moment. To them, General Cyken was the soldier and leader they wanted. Nothing more.

There was so much more to this man.

They'd been wrong about many things. What was she doing still serving them anyway? They hadn't contacted her in years. Maybe they'd seen the changes in Saint-Cyr, too, and had given up. Changed their minds.

Lucrah knuckled his eyes. "I'm sorry, Grandpa."

"It was an accident." Saint-Cyr kissed him on the forehead. "But YaYa fixed me up."

Izzorah leaned in and held out his hands to Lucrah. "Let's go play, and we'll figure out the tooth thing at nap time, all right?"

"I don't want a nap," Lucrah wailed. "I'm not tired." He burst into tears.

Izzorah gave Shohn a knowing look. "No nap until you're ready. Come with me." He motioned to the toddler. Once Izzorah had the boy on one hip, he held out an arm to the boy's twin, and she went to him. "We'll get out from between your ears for real this time. See you, Shohn. All right everyone, let's go." The children trooped behind him.

"Sir, I thought I knew a lot about humans, but I've never heard of teeth fairies. Is she afraid they'll bite?"

Saint-Cyr sat back. "No. One single tooth fairy. A night-time visit from the fairy is an ancient custom and one I sincerely regret reviving. When human children lost a tooth, they would put it under their pillow at night. The tooth fairy would exchange it for money."

She laid back both ears. "I know what a fairy is. I've read the tales. But I've never heard of them paying humans for teeth. What do they do with them?"

"No idea. I never thought about that. It likely started as a way to make children less afraid of losing teeth. It's really the parents doing the swapping."

How outlandish human traditions were. A Kin parent could never get away with such falsehoods. "Dally is a full-blooded Kin. Surely, she knows it's a lie."

"Oh, she does, but she wants the money, you see." He shrugged. "It's not as if she lacks anything. It's pride. She wants to say she got as much money as the other children."

"Why do you regret 'reviving' the tradition?"

"The first lost tooth happened when the older twins were staying the night with us, and I put a substantial sum under YaYa's pillow." Saint-Cyr spread his hands. "We explained the ritual to her parents, and they thought it was cute. But when they left only a few coins under her brother's pillow for his tooth, he demanded to know why that 'stingy fairy' paid less for a male tooth than a female tooth, and as he'd been taught to do, demanded equal treatment. The way I hear it, the 'tooth fairy incident' as it's been dubbed, caused a mini revolution."

"Oh, my. Sir, you lead a colorful life."

"Trust me. It's like this every single day." He touched his cheek. "You know, I've been socked in the face many a time, but I've never had a kiss on my boo-boo until now." He shook his head, grinning. "Oh, this is what life is about, Shohn. Being surrounded by family and loved ones."

For him, perhaps. Never for her. Shohn placed her hands in her lap.

Saint-Cyr nodded toward Izzorah, who was pushing all six children in the swings. "He's in his glory with these children. Is he not the most amazing person in the Empire?"

No doubt he was the most loved. "I envy what you two have together."

"Thought you were a happy single." Saint-Cyr folded his hands on the table.

"I am, until I come here and see how much happier you two are."

"Who knows? I'd been alone forever until Rah. Always had lovers. Never had love." Gaze softening, Saint-Cyr glanced over his shoulder toward his spouse. "Fell head over heels and had good reason to settle down. I got married at sixty-eight. Give or take twelve thousand years. Keeping up with six children is nothing compared to keeping up with one new immortal in his twenties. You're not quite forty-five as I recall. Still a baby compared to me, and in your prime. Would you ever want to settle down?"

Same question her friends asked her at every holiday dinner. First time she'd heard it from Saint-Cyr. She had no one but herself to blame, did she? She'd brought it up. No, the children might call her aunt and she'd go with it, but marriage? Children? Never.

"I can't picture ever being tied to one person, but I suppose miracles happen." She accessed her notes. "Are you ready?"

"As I'll ever be."

"First, it's good you're sitting down."

Arms on the table, Saint-Cyr leaned forward. "You have bad news."

"The worst. Dr. Townsend the Third and his wife were killed a few days ago."

"What!" Bracing his hands on the table edge, her boss leaned back. "Why haven't I heard about this?"

"Because I just found out about it myself. Supposedly an accident. The TCF is keeping it from the public pending an investigation."

His scent held a hint of butterscotch; worry. "Are you certain it was an accident?"

She laid back her ears. "No." She slid a notereader across the table, and he turned it. "See what you think of these pictures of the accident site. They went over a cliff."

He skimmed through the images. Shaking his head, he pushed the device back. "Only an immortal would survive a crash like that. But it would take weeks to recuperate. Or longer. Not the usual minutes. Any idea what happened?"

"Primary indication is the vehicle's onboard AI malfunctioned. The Imperial Safety Board has launched a deeper probe. An incident like this is so rare as to be unthought of."

"Shohn, Townsend was unhappy with requirements. He'd been reprimanded and his work confiscated. And then he has a fatal accident? Only a fool would fail to see a connection."

"I think it's the real reason they're keeping it quiet. In the meantime, Townsend the Fourth has been promoted into the position his father held. The man is brilliant. Three doctorates. He's young, but he's trained all his life to do what his father does. No one's more qualified."

"Give me the rundown on your operative's influence."

"They're good friends. Happened to know each other well, long before I recruited him. He'll find an opportunity. Right now, he's biding his time. A push at the wrong time could send things spiraling in the wrong direction."

"Not to sound callous, but what does this do to the firestorm project?"

She inclined her head. "Their deaths were tragic, but might open the door we've hoped for. With your new ships not requiring fire crystals, the TCF won't let you close, but from what I hear, the son's apple didn't fall off the tree."
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