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            A FEATHERED THING WITH TEETH

          

          KANNA

        

      

    

    
      Kanna knew this:

      When she closed her eyes, when she tilted her head back and breathed deep, she knew the night was coming. Despite the metallic tang of blood and the musty adrenaline that threatened to cling to her throat, she could feel the cool welcome of it. And she knew that when the black iron gates before her opened, someone would die.

      It had been nearly five seasons she had awakened, her memories from before all empty shadows and half-formed sensations. But her body knew how to move, how to break an enemy.

      It remembered longing and waiting.

      It remembered death, and it knew darkness. That dark was alive inside of her, a feathered thing with teeth, constantly scratching.

      Kanna was in Lifrasir, and she was in Gegenes. She was in Gegenes, which was not a part of the Empire, and she was in its Theatre.

      The gate unlatched and scraped open. The body of the previous player was dragged into the wings, his feet leaving furrows in the sand. His blood was a trail leading to a cold stone in a musty room where they would place stones on his eyes and hand the shell of him over to whoever bothered to claim it.

      A throat cleared, almost polite. Kanna clenched her right hand then released it, repeating the motion to ease the stiffness in her fingers as she stepped through the grates.

      Her opponent entered on the other side. He was bulky like many of the Gegenii, the muscles on his ochre arms veined in relief, his blonde hair smoothed back and tied tight enough to pull at the corners of his eyes. He circled the arena, a short knife strapped to his thigh and the point of his gladius held out to the crowd to raise their fervor. It was a decent blade, simple yet effective.

      Kanna brushed the palms of her hands against her own sheathed blades. On her right, the black blade was simple and almost crude to the untrained eye. Something about it told her it was a set, that it should match, but the one she carried on her left was ever so slightly longer, the handle wrapped to hide what was beneath. She knew the weight of them, what they could do and what they could reach.

      The sand beneath her feet was uneven, gouged where fighters had dug in or stumbled, sticking in clumps where blood pooled from previous fights. The crowd’s frenzied howls rose when she appeared, the voices driven to a mad pitch after a long day of heat and blood. The feral energy of it crept over her skin and thrummed in her bones. The darkness stirred in response, fluttering inside of her. She calmed it, pressed it down and held it tight in the caged hollow of her ribs.

      Kanna checked the guards around her forearms, pulling them tighter against her skin. The man turned to her, the gladius pointed in her direction, before mockingly sliding it across his throat.

      The corner of her lip curled as she finished adjusting the bracers. If she knew nothing else, she knew this place and its false soldiers couldn’t kill her. The idea was almost laughable. Since arriving here, she’d stopped counting the bodies that had fallen to her blades, didn’t know if there were numbers that could hold them.

      The man widened his stance, held his weapon at ready, then charged in. He would have fought before, had probably known victories here or elsewhere. He was confident, sure in his step, but had sacrificed stance and balance for a show.

      When he neared, she shifted one foot back and stepped aside.

      The man stumbled past, and she allowed him the precious time to regain his balance. He whirled on her, surprise gleaming in his pale green eyes. The fleeting vulnerability narrowed into anger.

      Closer now, her opponent swung his free fist. But he telegraphed his every movement in the readying pull of his shoulder, the shift of weight in the flat of his feet. It connected against the bone of her cheek and she moved with it, staggering to the side.

      He knew how to throw a punch.

      Kanna knew how to take one.

      Taking a hit was necessary, sometimes, upon the stage. She let out her breath, her tongue darting out to lick the metallic taste of her own blood. The pain reminded her where she was, and what she was.

      Kanna twisted and kicked straight on, her foot landing squarely in her opponent’s chest. It knocked the wind from him, sending him stumbling back and throwing off his heavy footing. Then she moved in.

      He swung the gladius, but she was too close now. She curled her arm around the one that wielded the blade, jabbing up at his jaw with her palm. His head flew back and her hand went to the back of his elbow, knocking the nerves there. His hand opened, and his blade dropped.

      He wrenched free and grabbed at her, trying to use his size advantage to ground her, but she twisted as she fell. He couldn’t hold her, her small frame shifting out of his grip.

      She took the fall on her hip, using her other leg as leverage to shove off the ground and roll before his weight came down. The sand caught in her hair, scattered in the wind as she straddled him and punched down. Blood sprayed from his mouth as soft flesh splintered against teeth.

      A flash of light caught the corner of her eye as she struck again.

      He’d unsheathed the knife at his hip, an inelegant tarnished thing. He swung and sliced through the skin of her arm before she rolled away, the sand sticking like salt in the fresh wound, and the pain brought the darkness. She could feel the black in her eyes, the loss of control threatening as she crouched on all fours in the sand.

      She could not lose control. She knew this, more than anything. She pressed her hand against the wound and it came away slick. She kept her head down, focusing on the grounding pain, the warmth of blood against her skin.

      While she hesitated, her opponent took advantage.

      Kanna’s head snapped back and she sprang to her feet. She side-stepped again, this time catching his foot with hers as he barreled past.

      His leg locked straight.

      She slammed her other foot down, hard and fast.

      His knee popped, his screams echoing as the ligaments tore.

      Now hobbled, his hands grasped at the sand as he scrambled away from her, dragging his newly useless leg. Kanna drew her blades and stalked after, her steps even and controlled while the shadows writhed in the pit of her, grasping and hungry.

      The man’s hands found the discarded gladius. In a last desperate measure, he used his good leg to launch himself at her.

      Kanna dodged and drove both of her blades into the back of his neck, following him down to the sand. The tips scraped through bone and muscle, stopped only by the pressure of the ground beneath them.

      His body flinched, his soul flickered, and he stilled.

      Kanna withdrew her blades and rose to standing, releasing the breath she held, every muscle in her body uncoiling.

      The audience howled as their tension broke, but the sound was a muffled vibration in Kanna’s ears as their mass blurred into a shapeless thing. Above the stands, sapphire pennants snapped against the mottled tapestry of the setting sky. The sun’s last rays slanted over the Theatre, casting shadows on the walls that surrounded the stage.

      Kanna tilted her head back, shut her eyes to feel the dying warmth of the sky, and the shadows calmed for the briefest of moments.

      It was almost like remembering.
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        * * *

      

      Night held the city in its grip when Kanna left the Theatre, the stars winking in the narrow slashes of sky between cramped sepia stone buildings. She wound through the twisting back alleys of the city of Gaoler, where once straight roads narrowed and widened to make room for the circular arena that had shoved its way into the heart of the city.

      When Kanna had arrived in Gaoler she’d slept in alleys and doorways. Eventually, concerned parties insisted that she get lodging in the Keeper’s castoff barracks with other fighters passing through. From what she’d been told, an unspoken detente had arisen between independent regions and the Solarian Empire in recent years. With the ease in tensions the Keeper’s ranks had dwindled, leaving vacant space that the Governor rented for a pittance to those willing to live without modern comforts.

      Not that she’d asked.

      Kanna approached the squat, nondescript building from the side alley. She rubbed her palms together, running her left hand over the aching joints of her right, and ran at the building on the opposite side of the alley. Vaulting from the wall, she grabbed the hanging escape ladder. It jolted down, the mechanism loosening before ratcheting tight once more, and she hoisted herself onto the landing.

      She waited for the screech of metal to die, crouching on the landing until she was sure she hadn’t been followed, before beginning her climb to the top floor on quiet feet. There, she pressed her hands flat against the cool glass of the window and pushed it up and open before ducking inside.

      Sitting on the windowsill she kicked off her boots and let them drop to the floor, the thunk as the rubber hit wood breaking the silence. The room beyond was dark, as she kept it. It was small and cramped, furnished with a wash basin and a single narrow bed with barely enough room to move between them. Kanna shrugged off the grey jacket that guarded her against the desert night, wincing as the fabric pulled against the tacky blood on her arm, and dropped it across the thin pallet.

      On bare feet, Kanna edged to the water basin. Above it, a mottled mirror revealed the purpling bruise on her cheek, a stark relief against pale skin. She leaned into the reflection, squinting to check the damage in the ambient light from the outside streetlamps. This close, she could almost make out the smattering of blood that blended with freckles and red hair.

      Kanna turned her attention from the specter and plunged her hands into the water in the chipped metal basin. It was frigid, chilled from sitting out in the night air. She scooped it over the gash with one hand and the cold ran down to the tips of fingers, the red turning pink as it whorled in the water.

      Finished with cleaning the surface, she pressed her fingers against the cut and hissed when the barely knitted skin popped and fresh blood welled from it.

      She didn’t have anything for it here.

      Kanna unlocked the door to her room, stepping into the orange light of the hallway. Oil lamps flickered intermittently, though some had long run out their wicks and remained dark. The top floor wasn’t used as much, with most of the remaining Keepers opting to bunk in the lower levels, and the difference in maintenance showed as she descended. The light was brighter at each level, the lamps’ wicks properly trimmed and their oil replenished.

      At the ground floor, voices drifted from the lounge and the light from it glared out into the dark hallway. Kanna followed the sound, blinking when she stepped in the uncomfortable glare of the white lights of the common room. The counters of the gathering room were cluttered with unwashed cups, the air filled with the wheaty scent of local brews. The static hum of the barrack’s single generator buzzed in her ears, and the lights flickered with the unsteady current.

      The assortment of Keepers and fighters inside jerked to attention at her intrusion, and the card game they were playing shifted with the movement. A few cards fluttered off the rickety table , one catching a draft before landing at her feet.

      Kanna reached down and picked it up, turning it over. On the face of the card was a thin building rising through dark clouds. A storm beset it, with a single bolt of lightning captured in the moment of its strike. The precipice of the building was alight in flames, and waves curled at the base of it.

      She returned the card to the table, laying it down face first. She then aimed for the disused medic box hanging on the wall past the card players. It opened with a metallic screech, and she began sweeping small bottles and rolls of gauze, as well as loose bandages and packets into the crook of her arm. The gazes of those in the room settled between her shoulder blades, their anxiety a prickling awareness along her skin. Once finished, she exited the way she had entered.

      Bandages and single use foil packets of ointments drifted from her arms as she returned to the fifth floor. Kanna waited again, listening for any movement in the room, before pushing the door she had left ajar open with her foot, leaning back on it to shut it behind her.

      In front of the bed, she crossed her legs beneath her and dropped to the floor, releasing her plundered medical supplies. The wound on her arm had continued its slow flow, the blood on her thumb and forefinger smearing against the foil packets as she tested their contents by touch. She knew how to do this, once, but now she often found herself muddling through until something seemed right. An opened cardboard box of bandages revealed a prize, and she hummed happily as she removed the suture patch that had been shoved inside before tossing aside the rest of the box. Holding a brown bottle to her ear, she shook it. Satisfied by the slosh of the contents, she cracked the lid then placed it nearby.

      Kanna sat back, drumming her fingertips against her knees. A plastic wrapped tin drew her. She ripped through the seal with her teeth, spitting out the piece that came away. She pried open the clasp with jagged nails and a curved needle and its accompanying thread greeted her. The glint of thin metal caused her stomach to turn, and she snapped the case shut and flung it away.

      While she attempted to ease her breath, she plucked a roll of gauze from the pile as she considered her array. Without thinking, she began unwinding the gauze, running it over her knuckles and under her thumb. The movement had been a reflexive thing. She hastened to untangle it, dropping it near.

      No longer hesitating, she grasped the disinfectant bottle and poured it over the wound. The first contact of the liquid was a stinging jolt, sharp and alive. The pain cut through the fog as it jarred down her elbow and to her fingertips. She closed her eyes and grit her teeth, waiting for the tremors in her fingers to ease before refocusing on her task.

      Using the wadded gauze, she wiped away the remaining blood and dried the skin around the gash. After peeling away the backing of the suture patch, she shifted her arm and angled her elbow to see past her shoulder. With only one hand to work with, she placed the patch over the gash as best she could. Contorting uncomfortably, she used her teeth to grip one side of the zips to hold them steady while the other hand pulled. She repeated the motion, knitting the skin closed.

      After wrapping the suture patch with the remainder of the gauze roll, she sat back and surveyed the detritus strewn about the room. Stiff, overused muscles protested the movement, and she rubbed her neck to ease them.

      At least she wasn’t bleeding anymore.

      She stood, wary of her footing, and moved to an empty space before peeling out of her jeans, the mix of dried blood and sand flaking from the denim and falling to the floor. She then removed her uninjured arm from her shirt first, easing it over the injured one and dropping it in the gathering heap.

      Kanna kicked some of the loose supplies to join the pile, a reflection catching in the cracked mirror and drawing her attention. The gold veining on her skin radiated from her right side and threaded out from the scar below her ribs. If she stared long enough, it almost pulsed with the beat of her heart, but it was off rhythm. She ran her fingertips over the lines, like tracing a path on a map she once knew.

      It reminded her of the smell of copper and dust. Not like the Theatre, a place soaked in it, but a fresh, sharp taint. It reminded her of blades of light raining down and screams. Flashes of white, blood blooming, the wet thunk as flesh tore. And pain, and falling. Falling, falling through the cold and the dark.

      It was something like a memory, both fresh and old.

      It came at night, in the day, with each breath she took. Not a thing she could understand or see, but the impression of it, something that lived inside of her. The only time it stopped was when she was fighting, when she allowed her body to take over and the shock of new pain outweighed the figment of it.

      She sunk into the mattress and lay back, waiting for the sharpness of the memory to fade. She closed her eyes and pressed the heels of her palms into the back of her closed lids until she saw bright, bursting spots. When she was certain it was safe, she opened her eyes and turned her gaze to the window.

      On the top floor of the building, she was never out of the light of the stars. They were a bright thing against so much dark, a constant, something that she could be sure of. She watched them as her lids drifted shut, her hand pressed against the cold glass.
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            SURVIVORS

          

          HARU

        

      

    

    
      In the amphitheater, Haru wound his hand wraps over his thumb, over his wrists and around, falling into the rhythm of the practiced motion. He didn’t have to think about it. Didn’t have to think about anything here. It was the only place his mind could be still long enough for him to let go of the cyclical thoughts that threatened to eat him alive, both chasing each other and caught.

      Haru hadn’t slept in days. It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence for him, not anymore. In the last year he had often found himself a sentry to the dark, waiting as the black of the night faded to grey, with only the brightest stars daring to shine. But when the night was gone, this was the only place that he could feel close to it.

      The amphitheater within the Palamidia’s Tower was washed in white. Circular slabs of marble formed both the seats and stairs, which staggered through the rows in the four cardinal directions and narrowed as they descended, ending at the mat covered floor.

      From his place at the lowest tier, Haru kept his eyes on the east entry, but the open passageway remained empty. He finished his wraps and stepped onto the mats. They had little give, but the Palamidia’s design did not protect or preserve. The Palamidia broke anything it presumed weak, held nothing sacred but its own power.

      There were always willing bodies that wanted to test themselves against him. Despite the fact that he remained the Legatus’s Second in name, he had failed in his duty, leaving the Palamidia without a leader. And without without that leader, brutality was the most prized thing an officer could have. Haru did not have to invite confrontation. It found him in the form of an eager Prospect, a soldier new to the Tower that had yet to earn a title. The world was at his feet, and he had yet to taste the bitterness of it.

      The boy approached, and Haru was comfortable considering him as such. He had been the same when he first stood here.

      Haru set his stance, and nodded to him. It was all that was needed. His opponent went for a quick offense, closing the gap between them without testing the limits. The boy brazenly attempted a roundhouse. Haru caught the kick with one arm, swept out his support leg and shoved him back to the mats.

      Another joined, and then another. Even a shared victory could be a victory.

      It didn’t matter.

      Haru struck, clenched fists slamming with every taunt his mind threw at him.

      She wasn’t dead.

      If she wasn’t dead, then it was something far worse.

      He went low, one fist digging into the soft belly of his opponent, the other swinging up. It collided with the jaw of the challenger, the boy’s teeth snapping as his head went back and he fell to the mats.

      Haru didn’t want to think about what could possibly keep her away, so maybe it was better if she was dead.

      She couldn’t be dead.

      The second tried to move into Haru’s space but he kicked out low and his opponent stepped back. Haru lowered his weight in preparation.

      She wasn’t dead.

      Haru’s kick landed, sending his second opponent sprawling.

      He pulled his arms in to guard against a blitz attack. He could barely feel the hits land, the pain failing to break through the numbness inside of him.

      He remembered the way she had moved, the sleek shifts of weight to distract before attack, how even her shadow wouldn’t betray her. And he remembered the hard drop of her heels when she walked the halls, eyes forward but distant and then how, alone, her feet would barely lift from the floor. He remembered the way her head would tilt when she concentrated, as if she was listening to something ancient that only she could understand.

      Haru could never understand the same way that she could. She knew the cipher for the noise, could find the thread of a simple truth buried in the ever shifting intentions of those around her.

      When his knuckles cracked the nose of the final Prospect that had challenged him, red blood spilling on the scuffed mats, Haru wondered what she would think of it.

      It should matter, and it did. He pulled back his fist and struck again, twisting the Prospect’s shirt in his grip to keep him where he wanted him. And again, because she wasn’t here to stop him.

      “Haru.”

      A familiar voice cut through the haze and Haru stopped to glare at Osawa, who had entered with Vahn. Osawa was a simple constant, a simple connection. Osawa was classically Icaunian in appearance, dark hair and dark, deep set eyes as calm as a wakeless lake.

      Haru blinked, attempted to focus.

      “Are you done?” Vahn’s lips quirked into his ever present, coldy amused smirk. The Saint of Fire’s violet eyes could draw more attention in a room than Haru, but it still took him a moment to recognize him. Haru was used to Vahn’s long white hair contrasting sharply with his bronze skin, but Vahn had hacked it off. That was nearly a year ago, Haru reminded himself.

      “I think he is,” Osawa said, nodding to Haru’s opponent and adjusting the glasses that rested on the bridge of his nose.

      Haru looked back to the Prospect he held. His head was lolling back, his eyes soft as he neared unconsciousness. Haru shoved him back into the mat, knocking what sense remained from him, before standing.

      He left the defeated behind and paced past Vahn and Osawa, unwinding the hand wraps. The blood that soaked them streaked on his skin, and beneath his knuckles were bruised from the repeated force. He traced the scarred gouge between his thumb and forefinger that trailed over the back of his right hand.

      He flexed his fingers, knew there was pain.

      It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the Tower was as blinding white as the amphitheater. From the marble of the floors to the stone of the walls, each hall was a mirror of the next. Even veteran officers sometimes found themselves turned around in the labyrinthine halls, but Haru had never found the Tower’s structure confusing. When he first arrived he’d searched each level, every unmarked twist, endlessly following a trail that he hadn’t understood then.

      That trail had grown cold, but Haru remembered the path. Haru wound his way through the halls to the Legatus’s quarters, Osawa and Vahn haunting his heels. The locked door lacked a keyhole, but he didn’t need one. He placed his hand against the door and called the light on the other side. It wove through the mechanism, pushing aside the pins and twisting the catch, opening his way.

      Early afternoon light streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows that took up the outside wall of the room, overlooking the eastern gardens and beyond. Though the marble floors continued here, they were heavily veined in smoky greys and black. The room was expansive, but nearly empty. The cold scene was broken by the warm wood of the Legatus’s desk, a simple, dark antique. Next to it was a single armchair and side table positioned between the door and the desk and facing neither.

      “So, we’re having one of these days,” Vahn said. He brushed past Haru and walked over to the desk, though his lean frame did little to block the light.

      Behind Haru, Osawa slipped into the room, sliding off to the side and shutting the door behind them.

      Vahn moved behind the desk and began to sit.

      “Not there,” Haru snapped.

      Vahn straightened, his hands held up and empty, and stepped away from the desk. He fell instead into the single chair, tossing his leg over one of the arms.

      Haru stalked past Vahn. He leaned over the desk, placing his hands on the smooth, sun warmed wood. Its surface held an assortment of unopened reports on one side, and the dates of those that had been opened and read were over a year past. Haru reached across to straighten one of the stacks, only to slide it back how it had been previously.

      “There isn’t anything here, Haru,” Osawa said. “How long are you going to keep doing this?”

      He shut his eyes when Osawa spoke. He replayed the reports he had heard, tried to piece together what he had found. Five seasons earlier, the Tribuni Velinius Catarr had returned from what was supposed to be a routine scouting mission with a tale of horror. The regiment had been attacked near the Ilazki border, slaughtered by insurgents who had set an ambush. The Legatus had fought bravely, but fallen with her command.

      Velinius was the only survivor.

      After, Haru had taken the Legatus’s remaining guards and set out to see the devastation. Haru remembered the cold, the numbness that dug into his hands as he turned over body after body, the white of their uniforms stained and stiff with blood and death. They identified their fallen, the faces of their companions frozen in twisted masks of death. Despite Velinius’s account of the conflict, however, they did not recover the body of the Legatus.

      A part of Haru was still out there, still searching.

      Osawa interrupted his thoughts and continued, carefully. “I know you want to believe she’s alive⁠—"

      “She is.” In the silence that followed, Haru heard the sound of a wooden drawer scraping open. He turned to see Vahn reach into the side table next to the chair and pull out a deck of cards. He snapped the rubber band off, discarding it onto the table’s surface.

      “If she’s alive, why isn’t she here?” Osawa prodded. “Why hasn’t she come back?”

      Vahn smirked and began to shuffle through the cards.

      “I don’t know,” Haru said, his voice low. “She could be captured, or⁠—"

      “Or she’s dead,” Vahn reminded them, his eyes on the cards in his hands. “Or she left. People do that, you know.”

      “She wouldn’t.” The heels of Haru’s boots clicked against the floor as he paced, falling silent when he treads on the edge of the rug and rising again when he hit marble once more, hissing when he reached the end of the room and turned back. “She’s not dead,” Haru reiterated, because he had to. If he didn’t repeat it, constantly, he wouldn’t move past the opposing thought, and then he wouldn’t be able to move at all. “But she would’ve said something. Would’ve taken us with her. Something is wrong.”

      Vahn snorted. “What isn’t?”

      “Vahn,” Osawa sighed the name. “You aren’t helping.”

      “Was I was supposed to?” Vahn went back to focusing on the cards. He ran his fingers around the deck to align the edges and bent them at the middle, splitting it and shuffling.

      Haru left the two behind him, their voices becoming indistinct as he moved through the attached hall and into the Legatu’s private chambers. This room was far darker. Light filtered in from the open doorway, but there were no windows here. Rugs piled on the floor, three deep in places, covering the marble and preventing the white from reflecting the ambient light. A long bureau was on one side of the room, two spindles standing upright on each side but empty where the mirror had been removed. A chain of folded origami swans hung from one, unfinished.

      Haru’s steps were silenced by the rugs as he walked past the bed, its coverlet loose upon the mattress, to the bath. With a warming buzz, the electrical lights flickered and brightened, or at least the bulbs that weren’t black and burned out. The room was cold and clean, and smelled of nothing.

      Even her ghost was gone.

      He turned the light off.

      The conversation in the Legatus’s office ceased when Haru re-entered, both Vahn and Osawa turning to him.

      He stood straighter, his eyes narrowing. “What is it?”

      Vahn looked to Osawa, but Osawa looked to the floor.

      “Apparently,” Vahn started, shuffling the cards again. “Velinius has been named the Legatus ultra vires.”

      Vahn didn’t offer any more, and neither did Osawa.

      “What?” Haru asked through gritted teeth when neither continued.

      Osawa shook his head. “What did you expect, after yesterday?”

      Haru clenched his hands to fists again, remembering the devastation that had followed the attack on the train lines. An unknown fire loa had synched in one of the public transit cars, and the blast had taken out the entire train, as well as the line itself and several city blocks. The Palamidia rushed to aid in emergency recovery, but there wasn’t much left to recover.

      “Without the Legatus, we have no recourse against attacks,” Osawa continued. “Something had to be done. Someone needed to lead, and Velinius was the last person to hold the title.”

      Haru put his hands in the pockets of his jacket and leaned back against the Legatus’s desk.

      “Weird that it was a fire loa,” Vahn said, though his voice was even and pointed. He leaned over and placed the cards back into the drawer and slid it shut. “Considering the regions we come from are all within the Empire.”

      Haru’s eyes widened, and he looked up, meeting Vahn’s violet gaze. Vahn’s stare was steady, glinting with something dangerous, as he leaned back into the chair.

      Osawa had the same knowing gleam in his eyes, but his was tempered with concern.

      “That’s it,” Haru said, sitting up. “This was her plan all along.”

      “Velinius doing whatever she deems necessary for control,” Vahn muttered bitterly. “Shocking.”

      There was nothing else to say. There were lines that were never meant to be crossed, and Haru was about to leap over one and he knew it. He stalked to the door.

      “Where are you going?” Osawa asked as he pulled it open.

      “I think it’s time I speak with Velinius.”

      “What?” Osawa called behind him. “Haru, wait⁠—”
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            LEARN TO STAND

          

          KANNA

        

      

    

    
      The sun burned in the early morning, warming the sands of the Theatre’s stage. Kanna tilted her head back, her eyes shut against the light. It was heat, and warmth, and something dangerous. It almost reminded her of something.

      Almost.

      She lowered her face and opened her eyes to take in the expanse of the stage. When the plays were done, the sands transformed into a makeshift training center. Even in these off hours, it was cluttered with bodies. Breathing ones. At one end, the city’s Keepers drilled in groups of swords and spears. They were accompanied by earth loas in another area who shaped and reshaped the land around them.

      The Theatre’s temporary fighters were relegated to a barren corner, though few bothered to work their techniques. Instead they lounged, eyeing each other, as if they would somehow better their chances.

      Yassen arrived among them, his emerald eyes bleary with sleep. He stretched his arms over his head, the gesture casting a long shadow over the orange sand. He was tall, even for a Gegenii man, though he was just out of boyhood. He rubbed the sandy-blonde hair at the back of his head and it stuck in place. His attention caught on the earth loas that were practicing and stayed there.

      Kanna stalked toward him.

      “Hey, Kan⁠—”

      His greeting was cut short when Kanna’s fist collided with his jaw, his teeth clacking together. His head tilted back and he stumbled.

      Kanna bent her knees and fell to a crouch to keep her balance as a rough pillar jutted from the ground beneath her. She held onto the sides of it as it rose several feet in the moments it took Yassen to recover before stopping.

      “Gods’ graves, woman,” he grumbled, rubbing his jaw. “I was just saying mornin’.”

      Kanna stood and crossed her arms at her chest, glaring down from her perch at him. “You’re late,” she said. This time, she pulled her foot back.

      He stepped away, his hands up in surrender, and she put her foot down.

      Kanna had met Yassen on her first day in the Theatre. She had been paired with him for a team match, the duo meant to serve as someone’s idea of comic relief considering their difference in stature. The crowd had distracted her that day, so many people and so many lives, and Yassen had taken a knife wound that was meant for her. Since then, Kanna would take his fights when she could. She slipped whatever coins didn’t go to her keep under his door.

      Kanna sat on the pillar. She pulled up one knee to her chest, her other leg hanging over the side of it.

      “What’s this about?” he asked.

      Kanna shrugged, swinging her dangling leg through the air. “You won’t learn anything from them,” she said, nodding to the practicing loas.

      “How else am I supposed to learn?”

      Kanna shifted her weight and dropped from the rock she had been resting on. She scratched her fingertip against it, and nothing came away beneath her nail. It was about her height, rough hewn but solid, and formed by Yassen in an instant, without even a thought.

      “You need a proper weapon,” she said as she circled the pillar.

      “I can use lots of weapons,” Yassen grumbled.

      Kanna drew her the blade at her left and tightened the wrap around the handle, watching the sun as it danced over the clean steel. When she drew the second, it didn’t gleam like the other, its spine mottled by an artist’s hand.

      Yassen back peddled across the sand when Kanna began her approach. He found the cache of weapons set aside for the Theatre’s players and reached for the first thing his hands could grab, coming out with a spear.

      As Kanna continued her advance, he thrust it towards her.

      She knocked it to the ground with the black knife and jumped onto the end, snapping the wood shaft.

      “Try again,” she said, stopping her approach. She spun the white blade, pointing it out. “I’ll give you a moment.”

      Yassen turned, fumbling with the hilts of the scattered weapons. He pulled out a heavy, two handed sword, grinning with self-satisfaction.

      Kanna lifted her brow and spread her arms, bowing slightly to her opponent.

      He charged, swinging the broadsword wide and down. Kanna danced out of the way, leaving the sword to slice through air. She stepped into his reach, under his outstretched arm, and slammed the butt of her knife into his side.

      When he turned his body to the attack, the sword swung with him. With both knives, Kanna slowed the blunt attack and slid beneath it. She pulled back the white knife, once again striking with the butt of her knife. This time, it was into his elbow. He yelped and lost his grip on the broadsword.

      Kanna stepped back, sheathing her blades in a single motion. She crossed her arms, studying Yassen as he rubbed his bruised elbow.

      “What was that for?” he asked, not moving for the weapons pile.

      Kanna walked past him to the assortment of practice weaponry. The ones in the pile were chipped, some of the blades rusted from lack of care. She kicked away a few of the simple, mid-length blades at the top of the pile and then crouched next to it. “I will not always be around.”

      “You going somewhere?” he asked, genuinely curious.

      She turned to look at him over her shoulder. Yassen looked almost hurt, and as genuine as ever, and it twisted something inside of her. “Maybe,” she said, then turned her attention back to her task. “I don’t know. Either way, you need to learn.”

      “You didn’t have to punch me.”

      “It is one way to learn.”

      Kanna found the end of a halberd and pulled it from the pile, the other weapons scraping and clanking against each other as they slid away. She walked over to Yassen and held it next to him. She shook her head and dropped it.

      “What are you doing now?” he asked, finally coming out of his sulk.

      She ignored him and continued rummaging through the pile.

      “What do I need a weapon for if I can use the ground? Those guys don’t have them.” He gestured to the loas at practice.

      Kanna paused in her scavenging and rocked back on her heels. She turned to the group he was referring to, watched as they struggled to get the earth to listen.

      “Controlling the earth is tedious and slow. If you were ever in a real battle, those Keepers would throw the foot soldiers before their loas as sacrifices. You would be safe behind those falling bodies,” she said, then turned to him. “Is that where you want to stand?”

      “No.” Yassen rubbed the back of his neck, frowning at the ground. “I don’t think I’d want that.”

      She turned back to the pile. “You aren’t like them, anyway.”

      Kanna spotted what she was looking for and realized it was what she wanted in the same moment.

      “Why am I not like them?”

      Kanna rose with her prize, dusting the sand off her knees. The khopesh was battered, but it would do for practice. It was wide and curved with a hooked nose, heavy enough to ground and focus Yassen’s strength without heeding his movement.

      “They beg.” she said, waving the nicked blade in the direction of the loas before gesturing to the pillar he had formed. “The earth comes for you. Allow it only enough. Or else it will swallow you.”

      Kanna turned the khopesh in her hand, pointing the blade to the ground and holding it out for Yassen. He took it from her and jumped back on guard. When she didn’t move to strike, he relaxed, moving the khopesh from one hand to the other.

      It looked right. “A blade helps focus. It can also ground you. Something outside of yourself to remind you who you are.” The words were an echo, faint and half-remembered, but not right for this. Kanna furrowed her brow. “Where you are,” she corrected. “You are connected to the earth. It wants to help. But you tell it how, and when it is needed.”

      Yassen turned his attention from the blade to her. “How do you know all this?”

      Kanna shrugged. She couldn’t answer that, didn’t even know herself. “I just do.”

      “So what kind of loa are you?” Yassen asked. “Haven’t seen you moving any rocks. Fire?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Nah, too obvious.”

      She stared at him, unblinking.

      “Water? No. Air, right?” He grinned, and nodded. “It’s gotta be air. You could be from Panotii.”

      He meant well, but even trying to think of her past made her side ache. “It doesn’t matter, Yassen.”

      His brow furrowed, and he lowered the khopesh. “I’ll find out eventually.”

      “Sure,” she said. “Maybe.”
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            THE POLITICIAN

          

          ASTAR

        

      

    

    
      Just because Astar was a resident of Gaoler didn’t mean she enjoyed the heat. She looked forward to the cycle’s storm season, but it was a ways away and at least the winds of the arriving growing season had begun to cool the nights.

      The city was packed, the main boulevard thick with bodies that choked the flow of traffic. Governor Hautman had begun advertising a Gala for the Theatre, promising an extraordinary new act unlike anything that had been seen before. Of course, it was on Astar to make sure her father’s prized actress was willing to play the lead she had been cast for.

      At the dress shop, she paused to eye the new gowns. The styles in Gegenes were shifting away from their traditional loose silks and towards conservative Lugosian cuts, with closer tailoring and fine embroidered designs. While Astar could admire the skill behind it, it wasn’t for her.

      Turning on her heel, she cut across the boulevard, dodging the mix of chariots and slow carts that clattered over the packed dirt road. At least the stone walkways on the opposite side of the boulevard were cooler on her bare feet, the buildings blocking the sun from directly bearing down on the path. Next to the grocer, Astar shoved open the solid wood door to The Dirty Trick.

      She blinked when she stepped inside, her eyes adjusting to the dim light of the tavern. On one side of the room, a semi-circular dark wood bar hugged a wall with an assortment of glass bottles ranging in size, color, and what was left of the dregs inside of them. The smell of an indeterminate food being either fried or burned emanated from the back.

      On the other side of the room sat Astar’s quarry. Kanna sat at one of the battered tables in the corner where a game of Palamedes was well into play. Despite the heat Kanna wore a long grey jacket, though it did little to conceal the fact that she carried her ever present knives. She slouched in her chair, her expression unreadable.

      Yassen was at her side, his own cards face down on the table already. He kept trying to lean to see Kanna’s hand, but she shifted it back to her chest every time.

      Three others sat with them. One held his arms crossed at his chest, another fold.

      As Astar watched, Kanna played another hand. One of the two remaining players slammed her cards onto the table and shoved her chair away. She made a beeline for the bar, followed by the other that had folded, leaving one remaining player against Kanna.

      Astar slid to the now unoccupied chair next to Kanna and sagged into it.

      Kanna’s shifting grey eyes left her cards long enough to acknowledge Astar. “How is my horse?” Kanna asked, sliding one of the cards in her hand to a new position.

      “The horse is fine.” Astar crossed her arms and leaned back into the chair, the back of the worn wood creaking in protest. “What about me? No ‘you look lovely, Astar,’ or ‘it is so wonderful to see you, Astar’?”

      Yassen sat up, his face breaking into a grin. “What’s doing, Astar?”

      “Thank you for asking, Yassen,” Astar replied pointedly. “I am doing splendid, even after walking all this way to see my friend, who cares more about her horse.”

      The man that remained in the game with Kanna played a card face up on the board in front of them. Kanna’s next play was quick, and her opponent went back to studying his cards.

      “Why are you here?” Kanna asked.

      “I can’t just come to say hi?”

      Kanna’s brow knit in thought. “You could.” Her eyes slid from her cards. “You don’t.”

      The other player reached out to remove one of the cards from the board, replacing it with a new one.

      Astar sighed, but it garnered her neither sympathy nor a reaction from Kanna. “Father is planning an event of sorts. He would like you to be the star of the play.”

      Kanna turned away from Astar long enough to glance at the table before sliding one of the cards out of her hand and absently putting it into play. “What makes this one different from others?”

      Astar shrugged. “I don’t know, but you know how he gets. He feels like he’s losing favor, so he wants to put on a show to try and get some support drummed up.”

      Kanna’s opponent played his turn.

      “He’s inviting some people from Adur,” Astar continued. “Probably the kind of people with money, and he wants to impress them.”

      Kanna sat back in her chair. She eyed the board, then fanned her cards in and ran her fingers along the edges to make a neat stack. It was almost as if she was going to fold, but Astar had yet to witness Kanna lose a game of Palamedes. “The pay?”

      “Honestly?” Astar crossed her arms. “A lot. Even for my standards.”

      Kanna placed her cards face down on the table. “It sounds like I don’t have a choice,” she said, her hands falling to her sides. “But leave Yassen out of it.”

      “What?” Yassen asked. “Why?”

      When Kanna’s opponent reached for the prizes at the center of the board, Kanna moved. In a flash of grey and steel, the blade of her knife came down. It pierced through the back of the man’s hand and buried into the wood below, his howl of surprise and pain nearly drowning out the sound of the coins that scattered across the table.

      Astar jumped back as the man flailed, pinned at the end of Kanna’s blade. She kept herself from screaming along with the man. “Kanna, what are you doing?” Astar asked, forcing her voice even through her panicked breaths.

      Kanna rose, drawing her other blade when the man attempted to reach for his own. She pressed the tip to his throat and he leaned his head back to avoid it, his body shaking as he met her eyes. Kanna withdrew the knife enough to slip her fingers into the sleeve of man’s pinned arm. Three cards emerged from under the cuff, and she dropped them to the table. “I am not a fan of those who cheat.”

      Astar folded her arms at her chest, her eyes narrowing on the man. “Cheating at any game with monetary involvement is illegal in Gaoler, sir.”

      “So is stabbing people,” the man managed to growl out.

      Kanna twisted the knife in his hand and he yelped.

      Heart pounding, Astar fought to keep control of the situation. “I didn’t see anyone getting stabbed. Yassen? Did you see any stabbing?”

      Yassen had sat back in his seat, his hands on the table and his eyes wide. He looked from the knife in the man’s hand, to Kanna, to Astar. He looked back to Kanna, who’s glare didn’t leave the man at the table, then to Astar again.

      “Uh,” Yassen said. “No?”

      “Kanna?”

      Kanna didn’t move.

      Astar cleared her throat and tried again. “Kanna? Did you see anyone get stabbed?”

      Kanna’s eyes slid to Astar’s, and she was grateful that the anger that writhed in them had never been directed at her. It wasn’t even on the man, but on something buried in nightmares and half-remembered notions. She yanked her knife free.

      Clutching his bleeding hand to his chest, he raced from the tavern, not looking back.

      Kanna wiped the bloodied knife on the table’s cloth before sheathing both. She sat back in her place and gathered the scattered cards. When she had the stack, she aligned it, her fingers running over the edges to straighten them before tucking the battered deck into the pocket of her jacket. With the back of her arm, she swept the winnings from the game to Yassen, the blood wet on the glinting gold of the coins.

      “Here,” she said to him. “Get a better weapon.”
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            PRECIPICE

          

          OSAWA

        

      

    

    
      Osawa and Vahn followed Haru down the stairs of the officers’ quarters. They fell behind when Haru made it to the central hub of the Palamidia’s Tower, and Osawa almost lost sight of him among the white coated soldiers that clotted the cavernous room. The circular construct made it difficult for the foot traffic to move in any kind of logical way, and people wove and ducked between bodies to get through. Stairs lead up to different wings of the Tower, stopping at various floors and bypassing others, but only one rose to the Tower’s precipice.

      Haru disappeared up that staircase, his black hair a sharp contrast against the white of the walls.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Vahn muttered behind Osawa as they shoved through the bodies that had been upset by Haru’s route.

      “It’s where Velinius usually is,” Osawa replied.

      “That man is stone cold crazy.” Vahn shifted to the side, avoiding a Prospect with her arms loaded down with sealed missives. The Prospect leapt in place when she recognized him, the papers falling from her grasp and sliding over the floor. Vahn stooped to retrieve them, forcing Osawa to kneel to help.

      They slid the papers into a pile and Vahn offered them to the girl. She saluted, bowed, then saluted again before snatching them away and disappearing into the crowd.

      “He is going to get us killed,” Vahn hissed to Osawa.

      “If she is alive,” Osawa said. “I’m not the one who will have to tell her that Haru isn’t.”

      Vahn didn’t reply. Either he was too annoyed to, or he knew that Osawa had a point. Finally making it through the bodies, Vahn hit the stairs first. His legs ate them up two at a time, and Osawa had to move faster to keep up. The white marble twisted through the walls of the tower, moving behind and beyond the rooms nestled within, a cold and unifying reminder wherever they went. They continued through the spiral, chasing the faint echoes of Haru’s footsteps.

      The pair reached the top of the stairs and the hall widened. Ahead, the looming doors of the Temple whispered shut. Twice the size of any other doors in height and width, the marble was carved in a basket weave. Vertical wood handles set in the door were warm and inviting to the touch. Inside, the Temple was one of the only places not washed in white. Long, dark wood benches were lined up from the front to the rear of the temple. Fluted pillars, carved at the base, and soaring colonnades reached skyward, drawing the eye to the rib vault ceiling and the glass dome above. Three oversized chandeliers were suspended above the central aisle, their light refracting off thousands of clear crystals. Frescoes and stained glass windows spanned over the walls, the myriad colors a shock after the sameness elsewhere.

      Velinius stood in the semicircular apse in front of the Temple’s altar. She was looking up to the rose window, dark in the dim of twilight. Her hair was braided tightly at the nape of her neck, not even a strand out of place.

      “I hope you do not intend to disturb the sanctity of this place,” she said without turning.

      Haru stood just below the steps to the altar, his hands clenched into fists at his side. “There is nothing sacred here.”

      Vahn made a low groan in the back of his throat, and Osawa raised a finger to his lips to quiet him.

      Velinius turned to confront Haru, her movements unhurried. Her eyes were a honey brown, but the cold of the expression tempered any warmth. “This is a place for quiet contemplation. Not your….” She waved a hand toward Haru before clasping it behind her back once more. “Whatever this is.”

      It would be near suicidal to try and come between Velinius and Haru, but they didn’t have much of a choice. Osawa exchanged glances with Vahn, gesturing forward with a nod. Vahn shook his head and signalled for them to wait. His violet gaze was intent on the scene playing out before them, seeking his own confirmation.

      “What did you do to her?” Haru asked.

      Velinius shook her head. “I am sure I do not know what you speak of,” she replied, something like pity in her voice.

      Haru took a step and flickered out of view, reappearing just before Velinius like a trick of the eye. He grabbed her by the coat, pushing her back into the altar.

      Velinius wrapped her hands around Haru’s wrists, deadening the hit, and leaned close to him. She tilted her head, her face a breath from Haru’s. “I know I bear some resemblance to the departed Legatus,” she said, then pulled away. She straightened back to her rigid stance. “But do not think that you can lay hands on me.”

      Velinius’s words cut true and Haru released her, backing up a step. She righted her jacket, smoothing the folds where Haru’s hands had been. “You are not thinking clearly, Haroun.”

      “I am the only one thinking clearly,” Haru’s anger rose, the crystal chandeliers shivering with it. “You wanted to control her, and when you couldn’t, you tried to get rid of her.”

      Velinius’s features froze for a moment before recovering, but even Osawa caught the slight slip of cover. Which meant that Haru would have read it like a beacon.

      “I do not try,” Velinius said, no longer trying to conceal her intent. “I succeed.”

      A blast of light erupted between the two, knocking Haru back.

      Osawa shielded his eyes from the blinding flash. When he opened them and blinked away the colors that danced in his vision, he saw Haru. He had hit the marble, unmoving as Velinius stepped down from the elevated daise.

      Osawa rushed forward, Vahn at his heels.

      The lights flickered.

      Before the two reached Haru, the candelabras danced and flashed. A wave of light scorched down the aisle, called to Haru’s side.

      Vahn grabbed Osawa’s arm and yanked him into the nearest bench, the two collapsing as the end of it splintered behind them.

      Velinius swept her hands before her and a wall of light moved at Haru. He crossed his arms in front of him, scattering the attack around his body. The force splintered with a piercing howl that shattered the stained glass windows.

      Vahn pushed Osawa’s head down, covering them as the shards rained into the temple.

      Haru caught one of the tails of the light before it escaped and it turned blue in his hands, hissing and charged. He sent the lightning crackling at Velinius.

      Velinius held her hands before her, ever calm, never flinching. When the lightning hit it split then, caught, orbited her body. But while Velinius was distracted with the lightning, Haru had closed the distance between them. Light curved along the back of his arm into a blade, and Velinius created a shield to block the attack.

      “What did you think you would accomplish with this?” The lightning crackled in the air around her, but even the static feared to move a hair on her head.

      Silence was Haru’s answer.

      Vahn made his way to the other end of the bench that he and Osawa hid behind, then signaled Osawa to move in.

      Haru backed up and released the arc of light. Velinius redirected it with the shield and it streaked by Osawa, slicing through one of the marble columns. The top of the column slid to the ground and broke apart, splintering the floor beneath it.

      The give in the support of the ceiling brought one of the chandeliers crashing down. Vahn jumped out of the way, rolling into a crouch as the crystals scattered across the marble.

      Haru attempted to move through the light again, but Velinius caught him before he completed the transfer and yanked back. Haru was pulled out of the movement and he tripped backwards, hitting the ground. Osawa could hear the air as it left his lungs in a gasp.

      Velinius stepped on Haru’s chest, keeping him down.

      “I am curious.” Velinius leaned her weight into the heel that rested on Haru’s diaphragm, stopping him from catching his breath. “How are you so convinced that Ananke is alive?”

      Vahn and Osawa moved in, but before they could get close enough, Velinius’s attention snapped to them. Keeping her heel in place, she lifted a hand. Ropes of light twisted up Osawa’s legs and caught, yanking him to the unforgiving floor. Osawa put his hands out to catch himself, but his head knocked against the marble and his vision swam.

      When he blinked it clear, Vahn was on his knees. Light was twisted at his neck and he clawed at a rope he couldn’t touch.

      Velinius turned her attention back to Haru. “She was quite fond of her pet.”

      Velinius’s hand twisted, tightening the rope around Vahn’s neck and he fell forward, catching himself before hitting the ground.

      “You will want to be still,” she said to Haru. “We do not know what will happen to him if I lose my concentration.”

      Haru opened his mouth to respond but Velinius reached forward with her free hand, pressing two fingers against Haru’s chest, and his voice came out as a scream.

      Her cool detachment shifted to anger. She pulled back. “What did you do?”

      Haru still struggled to breathe, but he clenched his jaw. The blue of his eyes flashed gold when they met Velinius’s, and he smirked.

      Her nostrils flared, then her composure returned. “Easy enough to undo,” she said, then pressed her fingers once again against Haru’s heart.

      Before his screams broke, the door to the Temple opened.

      Velinius released her holds. Vahn fell to the marble with Osawa, gasping for breath. Velinius’s hands moved to clasp behind her back as the guards swarmed the Temple, glass cracking under their steps.

      “These traitors made attempt on my life,” Velinius said, pressing her open hand to her chest for emphasis. “Take them, so that they may answer to all for their crime.”

      Osawa managed to sit up, only to be knocked down by a blow from behind. His vision swam, but this time it did not return.
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            FRIEND OF THE FAMILY

          

          ISCO

        

      

    

    
      The trip to Gegenes was uneventful, even if it was a bit uncomfortable for Isco. After leaving Adur, the passenger car of the train had been moderately occupied. However, with each passing stop, more bodies filled the available space until he was clutching his bag to his chest and clenching his jaw each time someone slipped and trod on his foot. He was both glad he could sit and cursed it. The bodies that loomed above him blocked whatever flow of cool air was in the car, and for just a moment he was sure he was going to suffocate.

      Isco wasn’t the only one disembarking in Gaoler. When the train screeched to a halt, he was swept into the wave of passengers as they streamed out onto the dusty, wind whipped railyard startion. Isco squinted after the dim of the train interior and sneezed.

      After the first several strides out of the narrow doors, the crowd began to release him. Still clutching his bag to his chest, he stumbled out of the pull of bodies and found shelter behind a wooden post to catch his breath and orient himself.

      The wood planks of the platform had buckled from the heat, and the uneven lean of them didn’t help to shake the sense of motion that lingered after his journey. The Cardea had told him he would be met at the platform, but they hadn’t given him information beyond that. While he knew they didn’t actually want him to succeed on this mission, they didn’t have to make an impossible task even more difficult.

      It didn’t matter. He would do this, and then he would be free of them. One way or another.

      Isco released a sigh of relief when the crowd thinned. He unknotted his hands from his leather bag and slung it over his shoulder. He brushed back the hair that had loosened into along his forehead and attempted to dust the wrinkles from his waistcoat.

      “Hey, handsome,” a woman’s voice whispered close.

      Isco jumped and whirled to check behind him to make sure he wasn’t blocking someone’s path. The post was behind him, and he jerked back to avoid hitting it.

      The same voice laughed, and Isco recovered enough to turn. Before him was a Gegenii woman, her blonde hair cropped short on the side and long and swept back at the top.

      “You look lost.” The woman’s green eyes sparkled against her dark tan Gegenii skin. She propped a hand on her bare hip, the silk she wore shifting with her every movement.

      “I’m just getting my bearings.”

      She squinted at him, then lowered her voice as if they were sharing a common secret. “Is that fancyman talk for lost?”

      “No.” Isco cleared his throat and tried to straighten to his full height, though it brought him only a few notches taller than the woman. “I am waiting for a representative from your Governor.”

      “Ah,” the woman said, her brow raising as she leaned back. She eyed him from the top of his brown hair down to the scuffs on his leather shoes. Then, she stuck her hand out. “I’m Astar.”

      Isco eyed her hand before taking it. “Isco.”

      The grip on his hand was firm when she shook it, the gold bangles on her wrist sliding against each other. “Isco Madeiros. I’d think a representative of the Camarilla Group would have arrived in Comfort Class, at least.”

      “The Camaril—right,” Isco said, shaking his head. The woman’s appearance had thrown him, and he’d forgotten his cover. “The Camarilla Group representative. That is my. Me.”

      Astar winked and backed up a step before turning and weaving through the crowd. A few steps away, she stopped and looked over her shoulder. “You coming?”

      “I’m supposed to be waiting for…" he stopped, realization dawning on him, and pointed at her. “You’re the Governor’s representative.”

      “Yeah,” she said, then turned and continued through the crowd. “And you were late. We’re going to miss it.”

      Isco struggled to catch up with Astar’s confident strides as she stepped off the train platform and into the city streets. When he caught her, he hovered close behind. The people that clogged the roadways stepped to the side, letting the pair pass. “Miss what?”

      “The exhibit,” she replied, not looking his way. “A small sample of The Harbinger’s work. It was arranged so that potential investors can get a sneak preview before the main event.” Astar slowed her steps and raised her brow at Isco. “That is what you’re here for, right? To see The Harbinger?”

      “Yes,” he said, and at least he didn’t have to lie. The Cardea, under the guise of the Camarilla Group, had been tracking the fighters in Gegenes’s Theatre. Though most that had appeared where low level earth loas, they suspected that the Theatre’s new “Harbinger” character may be something more. Isco had been sent to assess the stranger and, if warranted, return with them.

      “The fighters in the Theatre,” Isco started. “Are they under some kind of contract?”

      Astar shrugged. “Some are, some aren’t. When the Palamidia backed off on expanding their empire, there were a lot of soldiers that didn’t have any other skills. The Belisarins saw an opportunity, and they took it.”

      Isco shook his head. “Aren’t the Belisarins merchants?”

      Astar nodded. “Sure are, and they started trading in people.”

      “So they enslaved them.”

      Astar stopped short, whirling on Isco with narrowed eyes. “Not slaves. As far as I know, Adur is the only region that allows that kind of barbarism.”

      Isco held his hands up and backed away from her heated glare. “I’m just a medicus.”

      Astar leaned back, but her eyes stayed suspiciously narrowed. She took a few more steps before stopping, and turned on Isco again. “Why is a medicus representing a trading coalition?”

      Isco opened his mouth to defend himself, but he couldn’t think of a lie. Instead, he looked past Astar. He tilted his head back, trying to take in the sight of the Theatre. Walkways ran along the outside of the circular structure, starting at the third tier, with arches along the facade to allow viewers to their seats.

      “Is that the Theatre?” he asked.

      Astar squinted at the pennants that batted against the sky. “Shit, we gotta hurry.”

      Instead of moving to the main entrance, Astar darted to a smaller door at the side. Keepers on each side unlocked the gate in anticipation of her arrival, and Isco quickened his steps to meet her. Inside the darkened stairwell, Astar took the steps two at a time, and Isco hastened to keep pace. Astar ducked through an angled opening that led them back out into the Gegenii sun.

      Isco found himself blinking once again in the bright light of Gaoler. By the time he opened his eyes fully, Astar had already alighted into a seat on the daise.

      “Your friend’s here,” she said, her gaze roving over the stage below.

      A Gegenii man in formal attire rose to meet Isco. Gegenes was known as the Land of Giants, and the man was a true specimen. He didn’t stand so much as loom, barrel chested and dark as oak. His robes were sapphire blue, matching the pennants that waved against the orange sky. Dark flowing pants were cuffed at his ankles above flat-footed leather boots. A woven leather belt wrapped his middle, and the scarf that draped over his shoulders matched Astar’s sky blue silks.

      He smiled, but it was too wide. There were too many teeth in it.

      “Welcome,” the man said, and laughed. Isco suppressed a cringe. The sound was loud, false and echoing. He stepped forward. “Isco, it is an honor to put a face to the name.” He reached out and grasped Isco’s hand in both of his own. “I am the Governor here. You may call me Hautman.”

      “Right.” Isco looked down at their hands. Hautman squeezed once more, Isco’s knuckles threatening to grind together, and released him.

      “You were almost late, but we held the final act. I do hope my daughter was not disagreeable. I meant to send another, but they were called to a different task.”

      Astar sat back in her seat and crossed her legs. She rested her elbow on the armrest, her head on her fist.

      “Daughter?” Isco asked.

      Astar waved over her shoulder with her free hand, but didn’t turn around.

      “Please,” Hautman said, stepping to the side. He looked away from Isco and turned his strained smile to Astar. She rolled her eyes and stood, taking a different chair behind the one she had previously occupied. Hautman turned back to Isco, his smile never faltering. “Sit.”

      “I could’ve sat somewhere else.”

      “No, of course not,” Hautman said while waving his hand to dismiss the idea.

      “Thanks,” Isco said as he slowly lowered himself to the stone chair, “I think.”

      Hautman sat next to Isco in a rustle of silk. Once he’d adjusted his scarf, he lifted a hand, a gold ring flashing on each finger. A horn blast followed his signal.

      Isco’s attention turned to the Theatre’s stage. From this height, he could still see the stains of blood in the orange sands. There were tracks in the soft soil where the fighters had struggled, ghosts of previous battles.

      At the sound of the horn seven black iron gates opened in the Theatre, one for every ordinal and cardinal direction save for the east gate. Fourteen fighters emerged onto the sands, chained in pairs, presenting themselves to the crowd.

      When they’d finished their rounds, accompanied by the audience’s polite applause, the eighth and final gate opened. A Gegenii man stepped out, and the crowd cheered. He moved into the light, holding a khopesh aloft and dragging a chain behind him.

      “You chain them?”

      Hautman’s hungry gaze left the gate and he turned to Isco, his smile faltering. “What?”

      Isco indicated the trailing chains, and Hautman laughed. It was a jarring thing, too loud and too close. “It is only to keep things interesting. People would bore if every bought were the same. Now wait, the Harbinger comes.”

      The chain attached to the last Gegenii man shivered against the sand. Once drawn out to its length, it began to contract. At the other end, a woman emerged from the dark tunnels into the harsh light.

      Her features had settled since Isco had first seen her, whatever softness she had then chiseled away by the passing years. But her eyes were the same cold grey, sweeping over the stage and the audience, seeing everything and the nothing beyond it.

      As if she could feel his stare, she turned to the daise.

      Isco’s nails dug into the arms of his seat, his body screaming at him to run.
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      Haru waited.
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            THE PRINCE & THE HARBINGER

          

          BEFORE

        

      

    

    
      From his place in the doorway, Isco could only see her back. She curled into a corner, ghastly pale, half-stripped, and still bleeding against the dark stone floor. Her hands were wrapped around her body, tucked where Isco couldn’t see.

      He shut the door behind him.

      Despite the Cardea’s best efforts, she hadn’t said a word. Had barely made a sound. They’d tried different drugs to keep her both malleable but conscious, needed to know what she was in order to properly test her, but she’d yet to reveal any abilities beyond an unnervingly high tolerance to pain.

      Isco knelt before her and pushed the tangled mass of hair from her face. The skin on her forehead was clammy and feverish, but her eyes were open, alert. He had never seen someone with coloring like hers, but it was her eyes that gave him pause. They were the color of ash in snow, or a bright, clean metal.

      “You should tell them what they want to know,” he said.

      Though weak, her lips quirked into a smirk and her eyes narrowed dangerously.

      “They’ll ease up if you say something.” Isco settled on the ground next to her. “It doesn’t have to be true, just interesting enough to distract them.”

      Her cold smirk fell, and her brow furrowed. They sat together in silence for another moment, and then she shifted. She attempted to sit up, but she kept her hands tucked and struggled with the movement. Halfway up, she slipped, and her left hand went out instinctually to stop her fall.

      Isco felt his heart drop into his stomach when she tipped and he reached out, catching her before her weight landed on her mangled hand. He helped to right her, then grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand towards him.

      “Dead gods,” he whispered under his breath. The fingernails of her left hand had been yanked from their beds. Her pinky and ring finger were cleanly broken, and the others jutted at odd angles.

      Isco grabbed her right wrist, turning her hand over. It was in far worse condition. The bones of several of her fingers weren’t just broken, they were shattered, and the bone of her ring finger jutted from the skin.

      There was so much damage Isco didn’t know where to start, didn’t know if there was any way to fix what had been done with what he had. His hand shook with hers in it, the other rummaging through his bag.

      The woman pulled her right hand from him and held it against her bare, bloodstained skin. She held out her left to him instead.

      “But the other one needs immediate care,” he attempted to argue.

      She just pushed her left towards him again.

      Isco took it, the realization dawning on him. “You’re left handed?”

      She bit her lip, but made no other motion.

      “All right,” Isco said. “We’ll start here.”

      While he attempted to focus on what was before him, tried to fix without causing more pain, her attention drifted. Her eyes moved to the opposite wall, then back to her hand. She shifted, then it happened again, but the second time, her gaze stuck.

      Isco looked up, tried to follow her line of sight, but it was the same damp wall it had always been, darkened in spots where the humidity coalesced. But she was focused on something far beyond it.

      When her eyes shifted back to him, they weren’t human anymore. They had eclipsed, black as a starless sky. She broke her silence, her voice dry with disuse, and she said, “He’s here.”

      The sound that followed was nothing like anything Isco had heard before. It was a high-pitched screech and a predator’s roar together. It was the scream of air when lightning rent it, but it was as if existence itself was tearing, the scream quaking with anger. It rolled above and then through the compound, primal and unstoppable.

      Isco pressed his hands over his ears when it came close, but just before reaching them it stopped.

      It was followed by an eerie silence. Isco removed his hands from his ears, waiting.

      Then, something like thunder. The earthen roof above the compound shook, rocks cracking and breaking loose from the tunnels as the buildings above them collapsed.

      Isco turned back to the woman. “We have to go.”

      She shook her head.

      Isco knelt near her, attempted to wrap his arm around her waist and lift her. She gasped from the pain, and the shrill keening tore into Isco’s ears in response. He had to release her to try and cover his ears once more to block it out.

      The sound stopped, only to be replaced by the screams of the Cardea. Isco stumbled to the door of the cell and opened it, only to be shoved back. The members of the Cardea were racing through the twisting corridors, knocking each other back and over as they were routed into a chaotic retreat.

      A flash of light blinded Isco and he stepped back along the hall. When he blinked away the spots in his eyes, a body fell at his feet, the neck gaping where the throat had been hacked through.

      Isco skittered back out of the blood pool, preparing to face the attackers that would issue his death.

      Instead, a single soldier rounded the corner.

      Where the prisoner’s eyes had turned black, the man’s were molten gold, shifting and curling and undone. His white uniform held the mark of the Shadowed Sun, denoting him as one of the Legatus’s elite.

      Isco backed away, but he knew there was no point in running. The soldier’s cuffs were thick with blood, proof that it was his hands that had ripped through the Cardea’s hidden compound. His grip tightened on twinned blades, the handles white beneath the smears of blood, and he charged.

      Isco was slammed into the wall, the air leaving his lungs in a gasp.

      “Stop.”

      The prisoner’s voice echoed in the hall, and the tip of the man’s blade buried itself in the rock next to Isco’s ear. He could feel the stickiness of the blood that coated the metal against his skin.

      The soldier turned to the voice. “Kanna.”

      The Cardea’s captive had managed to stand at the open door of the cell, but she leaned her shoulder heavily on the jamb. Evidence of her torture was streaked on her shaking body. Beaten and bloodied, barely clinging to whatever strength that remained in her, the single command carried enough authority to halt an army.

      Or the equivalent of one.

      The soldier abandoned Isco and rushed to the prisoner as her knees loosened, overwhelmed by the strain of weeks of torture and pain, and she fell against him.

      “Haru,” she whispered as the soldier eased her to the ground.

      Once she was safely settled, he shrugged out of his once white jacket and draped it to cover her.

      “I knew you’d come,” she said.

      Far gentler than blood-stained hands should be, he placed a hand to her cheek. His fingers wrapped around her neck and he tilted her head back, dropping his forehead to hers. “I was too late.”

      She shook her head, a smile ghosting across her lips. “You weren’t. I am alive.”

      Haru shut his eyes. “Why would you do this?”

      “We found them, didn’t we?”

      The soldier’s eyes opened. They had settled to a crisp blue and slid over Isco like a winter chill. He unfurled from his crouch.

      “No,” Kanna said, shaking her head. “Leave him.”

      Haru turned back to her, met her level gaze. They stayed that way, locked in a silent debate, until Haru relented with a nod.

      Haru moved to Isco, stopping just before him. He reached forward and Isco winced. The soldier gripped the hilt of his knife and yanked it from the wall where it had been buried.

      He sheathed the blade and returned to Kanna, carefully lifting her in his arms. She leaned into him, mangled hands cradled against her chest.

      Isco understood then why the Palamidia dressed in white.

      It was the perfect canvas for blood.
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            THE LAST TRIAL OF TENGRI
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      Irkalla sunk beneath the pristine halls of the Palamidia’s Tower like an ancient, hibernating creature. While there was structure and reason to the twists above, a living maze of dead-ends and false exits lurked below. In the depths of it, Haru counted his breaths.

      The layers of Irkalla dampened loa abilities, though the knowledge of how or why had died with the gods. There was little use for guards in this place, but Haru had them. Whether they had earned Velinius’s ire or volunteered to gain favor Haru couldn’t guess, but they had settled into routine.

      Reading intent wasn’t something that came to him naturally, but he had trained as the hand of the master. He knew enough to feel when the wariness of the guards faded and was replaced with fatigue and boredom.

      Absent all light, he concentrated on his body’s movements as he shifted through practiced stances. Time had stopped here, and he wasn’t sure if it was days or weeks since he had been imprisoned, but it didn’t matter. He knew patience, and he knew the dark. He knew the weight of it, where the edges were, and he knew just how far he could go.

      Haru finished his stance with his fingers brushing against the rough wall. He shifted in the black and pressed his back against the stone, his skin scraping as he slid down against it.

      Beneath the door, there was a light. He shut his eyes, concentrating on the pain in his skin to focus. All he had left was his mind. They wouldn’t take that.

      The sound of voices in the hall was unfamiliar and jarring after so much silence.

      “Please, Exalted One, it is dangerous. At least leave the light.”

      “Then how would I see, child?” a woman asked, her voice laced with command.

      Haru could hear the guards’ boots against stone as the shifted.

      The woman sighed. “The others do not have the courage to face him. Since you know who I am, are you implying I am a coward?”

      “No,” one of the guards answered quickly, “of course not, no.”

      The voices moved closer until they were outside his door. The glimmer of light beneath it peeled away the dark and Haru’s eyes squinted to adjust after so long. There was a fumbling of keys.

      Haru relaxed his body and hunched against the stone. He turned to face the back wall and unfocused his eyes, playing the part of a broken man. The door opened and the light entered, bleaching the interior of his stark prison. He could see the dirt streaked on his hands and forearms and the grime buried under his nails, but he could feel the potential, the strength of it.

      “Leave,” the woman said. Her tone was sharp and brooked no argument.

      The door slammed and the locks clicked back in place.

      Haru continued to stare at the wall as the guards retreated. His eyes adjusted to the pale lantern the woman had brought with her, and the light clawed at him. It took most of his will not to yank the lamp from her and cradle it against himself.

      “This is a terrible spot we have found ourselves in, is it not?”

      The woman moved closer to Haru, but there was no fear in her movement, nor was there anything careful about it. If anything, she was more relaxed than he feigned to be. He risked a glance at her, his eyes widening at the resemblance.

      Haru shifted from his prone position and pulled his back straight. He pushed the hair from his eyes and rested his hands on his knees as he looked up at her.

      She smiled as she set the lantern at his feet before settling across from him on the floor. “That took longer than I thought it would.” She adjusted the long robe she wore around her body, then interlaced her fingers in her lap. “You realize who I am, then?”

      Her eyes were kohl-lined, so dark they were nearly black, and light wrinkles webbed their corners. An intricate braid of brown hair streaked with grey fell in a cascade over her shoulder.

      “You’re the Exalted Mother,” he said, his voice foggy with disuse.

      “That is the title they have given me.” She tilted her head, studying him. “You may call me by my name.”

      He cleared his throat, not wanting it to crack. “She said your name was Aksana.”

      Aksana smiled, then nodded. He wasn’t sure what else to say, or why she had come to him. She shifted to match his posture and he waited, not daring to hope.

      “I am going to tell you a story. I need you to remember it. Can you do that?”

      Haru didn’t trust himself to speak so he nodded instead. Aksana reached forward, pushing the lantern closer to him with the tips of her fingers before leaning back once more.

      “In the beforetimes, the world was whole and the gods were limitless.

      “It was in this time that Adita ruled. She loved her people, dearly, and did everything to protect them. She blessed them with warmth when they were chilled, light when they were scared, stories when they had no hope.”

      Aksana was a practiced storyteller. Her cadence was smooth, her voice low, and Haru hung on the story as she spoke.

      “Forces began to conspire against Adita. Peace, you see, was as unsustainable then as it is now. Others feared her, the way she was able to make and unmake the reality of her people. The other gods seethed with jealousy, and, one day, they amassed at the borders of her land.

      “She knew she had to face them, but she could not leave the people undefended. So she called for a champion, and she declared five trials.”

      “The trials of Tengri,” Haru said. He had been entranced by the lantern, forgot to bite back the words. He tore his eyes from it to meet hers.

      “Yes,” Aksana confirmed. “Tengri volunteered himself, without thought of consequence.”

      Haru looked back to the ghostlights flickering in the lantern.

      “After the trials, when Tengri stood victorious, he swore to lay waste to those that would oppose Adita. However, Adita did not need a stead for battle. She needed someone to protect her people when she went to war.”

      Aksana paused. Haru, transfixed by the lantern, did not look away from it. She reached down, pushing it closer to him. Inside, the ghostlights flickered and pressed against the glass. It seemed the light wanted him as much as he needed it.

      “At the field where the battle was to meet, Adita challenged the leader of the rebel gods. If she felled him, his followers would leave in peace. If he succeeded, her kingdom, and her self, would be his.

      “The gods clashed, and the battle raged. Adita emerged the victor, and she ordered the others away from the killing field.

      “However, she had sent them away so they could not see. Adita had been dealt a mortal blow. No one saw her leave that place, and those who waited to welcome her back were left with empty arms.”

      Haru brushed his fingers along the glass of the lantern and the ghostlights gathered beneath them.

      “None felt the emptiness as keenly as Tengri,” Aksana continued. “The warmth Adita gave her people was replaced with something else, and they shivered.”

      The lights followed Haru’s fingertips as he traced them over the glass.

      “Tengri knew he had to find Adita. He knew she was not lost because at night, he would dream of her. He saw her in a place that wasn’t a place, a land that was neither for the dead or the living. It was a place between, and Tengri knew he must guide her home.”

      Aksana stopped. Haru shifted back on his heels, pulling himself away from the lantern. The lights within flickered and buzzed in a disturbed swarm before settling into a slow, shifting dance.

      Something in Aksana had changed. Her brows knit in disapproval as she looked around the room, truly seeing it for the first time. Haru had heard of the way she shifted, moving from lucid to incomprehensible in the space of a breath.

      He cleared his throat. “Aksana?”

      Her eyes snapped to him, focusing.

      “The story?”

      “Yes,” she said. “The story.”

      Aksana patted her sides, then the flowing robes near her feet. “I will admit, I’m not sure how it will end,” she said. “But you will need these.”

      Aksana rose, leaving a black cloth-wrapped package where she had been sitting. Haru saw the glint of metal and curled his hands into fists. With a sandaled foot, she slid the collection of knives closer to him as she stepped forward.

      He looked up at her, unable to speak, not sure what to say if he could.

      She leaned down, brushing a kiss on the top of his head. “Find my daughter,” she whispered, “she will end this. She was always meant to end this.”

      With that, Aksana picked up the lamp and knocked on the door of the cell. Haru hunched his body over the knives, turning to the corner as the guards let her out.

      Haru was left with the darkness, but he had something else. When the hallway silenced, he uncurled his fist. The single ghostlight flickered in his hand then steadied, clear and brilliant.
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            AN INVITATION
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      Kanna was angry, every moment. The anger was part of her, and it made her, even more than the aches in her hand or the scars on her skin. Sometimes, she wondered if she always had been, or if the anger had moved in when everything else was lost. But she didn’t allow herself to think about that. She couldn’t allow herself to wonder what was before. She had to keep her anger tight, carry it calmly. When she first arrived at the Theatre, she could use it. Now, even that had stopped being a relief.

      After their bout, Kanna waited outside the door of the Keepers’ station while Yassen collected their winnings. She leaned against the wall opposite the door in the dim, enjoying the respite of the cool shade after the bright heat of the day. The governor had created a decent spectacle, but it hadn’t been enough. Her anger rode high in her chest, sticking under her throat.

      Yassen ducked out of the office, a few coins richer than before he had entered. Kanna leaned away from the wall and set her weight back on her feet, leading them to the exits.

      “So,” Yassen said to her back. “What was that back there?”

      Kanna’s steps almost faltered, her hand covering her side. In the midst of the chaos of the bout, a sharp pain had brought her to her knees. It was as if something inside of her was being pried out.

      “I thought you were going down,” Yassen continued.

      She dropped her hand. The pain was gone. Whatever happened was finished, and it left only a lingering trace that it had been. “I didn’t.”

      As they exited the passage into the heat of the streets, Kanna stopped short. Ahead, Keepers flanked Astar, her father, and someone new. He wasn’t Gegenii, that was certain. His skin was lighter than their deeper tones, and his dark brown hair had begun to rebel, falling from its half-back twist. However, the fear curled deep in him was his most notable feature. It came from an old place, like the cold ache of a phantom injury on a damp day.

      Kanna recognized the expectant gleam in the Governor’s eyes, but he would wait. She tilted her head to Yassen, not taking her gaze from the trio that stood out of earshot. “Who is that?”

      Yassen looked to the gathering that waited, then to her. “That’s the Governor.”

      “I know the Governor,” she said. “The other one.”

      He leaned forward and squinted against the sun, then straightened from his bent position. “Don’t know,” Yassen said. “But he’s dressed like an Adurian. A fancy one.”

      Kanna looked to him finally, cocking her brow. “What do you know of Adur?”

      Yassen smiled and held his hand against his chest. “I’m from Adur.”

      Kanna was growing tired of the surprises this day was bringing. She shifted, waving a hand from Yassen’s head to his feet, then crossed her arms in front of her to await his explanation.

      “I’m adopted,” he said. “You never hear of war orphans?”

      Kanna considered, then sighed out. “I made an assumption.”

      “Well,” Yassen said, straightening to his full height and casting a shade over her. “You know what they say about making assumptions.”

      “No.” Kanna tipped her head to the side. “What do they say?”

      Yassen scratched the back of his neck. “I’m not sure. It’s just something people say.”

      Having grown tired of waiting, Hautman moved to them, his companions dragging behind. Astar fell in step, the spark in her features dulled into her role. The other man looked everywhere but at Kanna.

      “Harbinger,” Governor Hautman crowed, his arms held wide.

      When Hautman stopped before her, Kanna took a step back. His attempt to make her feel small by crowding her space with his size was feeble at best. She tilted her chin to meet his eyes. “Governor.”

      “Congratulations on another beautiful show.” Hautman let his hands fall, then clasped them behind his back.

      The gesture caused something the dark in her to snap. She curled her toes in her boots and kept her place. “What do you want?”

      The Keepers at his side tightened their grips on their weapons, but he held up a hand to stop them. He laughed, exaggerated and boastful, and his guards relaxed. They accompanied him with uncertain chuckles, unaware of the joke but wanting to be included.

      “Such impudence,” Hautman said. “Makes one wonder how you can put on such airs.”

      Kanna ticked her head to the side. She considered the number of Keepers and their weapons, then tilted to consider the sun. It was heavy in the sky, and she was tired. Her shoulder dropped as she turned away.

      “Peace, Harbinger,” the Governor said, holding out his hands in surrender.

      She stopped. The sand shifted beneath her boots and settled beneath her weight.

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed my guest.” Hautman waved his hand at the Adurian behind him. “This is Isco Madeiros. He’s an accomplished medicus who came to view the Theatre’s plays. He is staying in my home, and I came to invite you to join us.”

      When Hautman’s lips pulled back into another too-wide smile, Kanna narrowed her eyes. There was a flake of pepper caught in his canine. She slid her gaze to Isco, who turned to study the passing crowd, then back to Hautman’s teeth.

      “No, thank you,” she said.

      “Dinner, then,” he said, his teeth not moving. “I insist.”

      Kanna took a moment to consider. The Governor’s sudden interest in making nice with her, the timing of the Gala, and the appearance of the medicus were too well aligned to be coincidence.

      “You can bring your,” he waved his hand toward Yassen, “friend.”

      Even at rest, Yassen’s expression was soft and open, his lips hinting at an upturn as if he was always on the verge of a smile. The last thing she needed was him getting tangled in the Governor’s blatant schemes.

      “He isn’t hungry.”

      “The dinner will be tomorrow,” Hautman said, his smile dropping with a commanding finality. “Astar will fetch you.”

      Kanna dropped her chin in an affirmation and Hautman’s smile split his lips again. The pepper flake was still caught against his enamel. He turned his back, cutting off any objections. Astar smiled over her shoulder from her place at the back of the group, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

      Yassen let out a deep sigh. “Dinner at the Governor’s house,” he said, then grinned down at her. “I wonder what they’ll serve? I bet it’ll be fancy.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “You aren’t coming.”

      His smile fell. “But I am hungry. And I can be hungry tomorrow.”

      “No.” She softened her tone, turning up. “We’ll get you food from that street vendor you like.” The Governor and his entourage wove into the bodies on the street. “But I don’t trust him.”
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      It was late afternoon when Astar deposited Isco in one of the guest suites on the second floor of the Governor’s home. Her home, she had to remind herself, though it never felt quite right.

      After her mother left, when Astar was old enough to remember her existence but too young to retain the details of it, Declan Hautman had thrown himself into his career. Without someone to stand between her and the rest of the world, Astar was thrust into the spotlight and expected to become a paradigm for Gegenii noblewomen.

      Astar was taught how to weave, how to paint, how to dance, how to properly drape traditional fashions and what accessories were enough and what was too much. She learned to drive a chariot and shoot a bow. She could read ledgers, run numbers, and calculate interests without aid.

      What she couldn’t do was gain her father’s respect.

      While that was the kind of thing that bothered a child, Astar was no longer one, and she no longer wanted it. She had given her respect to her father as was expected of children, and he had done nothing to keep it.

      Astar was awarded, accomplished, and when that hadn’t gained her father’s attention, she had tried other tactics.

      Hautman failed to notice any difference. He simply could not be bothered to care, too busy with his schemes. Even when she’d stumble home intoxicated, smashing his antiques, he’d send a servant to tell her to keep the noise down.

      Astar started fights, came home late, and when that didn’t work, she tried running off without warning to another region altogether.

      That didn’t go well, but Astar met Kanna. However, all Hautman noticed when Astar returned was Kanna. The first time Kanna fought, his eyes lit with a wild greed so intense that Astar had to take a step back.

      Astar placed a loose hand on the curving wood banister, taking each of the steps to the first floor with care. At the foot of the stairs Manni waited, his hands twined together in front of him. The setting sun cast his white-blonde hair in a warm light, bringing back some of the once golden glow that the years in her father’s service had faded. Manni was Hautman’s personal assistant, and when Astar saw him it was because he had been sent to fetch her.

      “Again?” she asked.

      Manni nodded. This was the second time that Manni had come for Astar in less than a week. It was a new record.

      Manni held out a hand so Astar could walk before him. She cut through the open foyer, the bright murals that flooded the walls so familiar now that their artistry was lost on her, and Manni trailed behind. Her feet slid over the plush rugs, mussing the parallel vacuum marks, and stopped before entering the hall that led to Hautman’s wing.

      Astar turned on her heel then waved her hands at Manni to shoo him away. He frowned but backed up with only the quickest of bows, disappearing into one of the hidden doors that concealed the servants’ paths.

      Hautman kept every light in his wing lit, the electricity buzzing in the otherwise quiet air. A sconce bedecked the hall every few feet, and doors to the sitting rooms, each with its own collection, were left ajar. The lights from the rooms cut slashes across the deep navy runner, the golden threads woven into patterns in the deep pile glinting in the artificial glare. At the end of the hall, Astar paused. She held up a clenched fist to knock, but changed her mind and entered her father’s study.

      The study was one of the larger rooms in the home, save for the dining hall. There were sets of furniture in three different seating positions and still room enough for the overly large, solid wood desk. It would dwarf a smaller man, but Hautman was Gegenii. He was proud of his heritage, and at least that was something that Astar could relate to.

      There was nothing else alike about them, and the rift between them had become more obvious to Astar since Kanna’s arrival. Sometimes, she wondered how she had never noticed the wrongness in his smile or the emptiness of his every gesture.

      He looked up with a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Behind them, Astar could see his mind working. When he recognized that it was just her, the practiced smile slipped ever so slightly but didn’t fall.

      “Daughter.” Hautman placed his hands on his desk, using them to leverage himself to standing.

      Astar stayed in her place, her hands at her sides. “You wished to see me?”

      Hautman nodded, stopping at the small bar in his office. It was a dainty thing, in comparison to him. He righted two glasses, then removed the stopper from a crystal decanter. “I wanted to be sure that we were clear on some things regarding tomorrow’s dinner.”

      He tilted the decanter, pouring one portion of honeyed brandy smaller than the other. He replaced the stopper on the decanter before waving to one of the sitting areas.

      Astar could have stayed standing. She told herself she didn’t need to move, that there was no reason for her to sit, but she followed his gesture. Still, she did not sink into the plush armchair so much as perch upon it.

      Hautman brought the glasses over, offering the smaller portion to her, and Astar was aware of how bare her feet were. She crossed one over the other and pulled them tight against the chair as Hautman settled across from her.

      Astar lifted the drink and inhaled. It was smokey, with a hint of cedar and elderberry. “Did you want something formal?”

      “Yes,” Hautman answered. He lifted his own drink in the same manner, then sipped from it before relaxing his hand on the chair’s arm. “I will need you to make the Harbinger presentable.”

      Without taking a drink, Astar leaned over and placed her glass on the low table between them. “What about her isn’t presentable?”

      Hautman laughed, the corners of his eyes wrinkling together. “You’ve seen her. She is like a wild thing.”

      Astar moved back, sitting upright once more. “I thought that was her appeal.”

      “In the Theatre, certainly.” Hautman shook his head, amused by Astar’s simplicity. “Not in the company of the Cardea.”

      Astar tried not to let her surprise show. She had not heard of the Camarilla group that Isco supposedly represented, but she did know of the Cardea. They were well known, if only because they were an unknown. They had money and means, but their purpose remained hidden to outsiders.

      Hautman’s eyes drifted to Astar’s abandoned glass, and he brought his own to his lips. She followed his gaze and retrieved the crystal from the table, this time relaxing her shoulders.

      “Of course, Father.” Astar brought the brandy to her lips. It was thick, sweet, but burned in her throat. She swallowed to clear it. “Is your intention to join them?”

      Hautman laughed, and Astar drank. “No,” he said, “but they will be an important ally in the times to come.”

      Astar kept her eyes on the liquid in her glass, cradling it in her lap with both hands. “Is there something happening that I should know?”

      Hautman was quiet for a moment. When Astar looked up, he was watching her, his brow furrowed. He finally broke his trance with a sigh and leaned back. He shifted his weight, crossing one leg over his knee, before uncrossing it and settling both of his feet back on the ground.

      “I suppose it is time.” He leaned forward, though there was no one else near them to overhear. “There is a rumor that the Palamidia has a new Legatus. Shipments have slowed in the borderlands, and there is an… unease. There haven’t been any reports of troop movements yet, but we may find ourselves in need of powerful allies sooner rather than later.”

      Astar raised a brow. “You think this Isco can gain you the favor of the Cardea?”

      Hautman’s smile returned with a gleam that would have made Astar’s stomach turn even without the sickening brandy. “I know he can.”

      Astar tried to find her way through the fog of information. She knew she had all the pieces, but they wouldn’t quite connect. “What does Kanna have to do with this?”

      “The Harbinger is an asset.”

      Astar’s fingers tightened around her glass and she felt the liquid shift inside of it. Hautman had never used Kanna’s name, but something about his correcting tone made her defensive.

      “She’s not a weapon,” Astar said with as much force as she could manage with Hautman, which wasn’t much.

      Frowning, Hautman placed his glass on the table between them and it settled audibly. “She’s as human as the rest of us,” he conceded. “I simply wish to show her the respect she deserves.”

      Something about the way he said it made Astar want to become smaller than she was. Astar cleared her throat, but before she could ask anything else, Hautman waved her off.

      “That is all, daughter,” he said, leaning back into his seat. “I am tired, and would like to rest for tomorrow.”

      The dismissal was abrupt but final. Astar closed her mouth around her questions and stood, abandoning her glass at the table.

      “One last thing,” Hautman said, stopping Astar when she reached the door.

      She turned to look over her shoulder.

      “Make sure the Harbinger isn’t armed. It would be rude, don’t you think?”
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