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      There is no way in the galaxy Prince Elvion will force me into servitude.

      Yes, I did take a job to be his little sister’s Royal Nanny, not serve him.

       What else can you expect from a warrior prince?

       This is the kind of guy who pulls out his blaster when he hears a baby cry.

       Not the kind that takes no for an answer.

      

       Except that’s what he’s gonna get.

       Yes, he’s fabulously wealthy.

       And I am very broke.

       But I have some dignity!

      

       I’m not giving into the urges he brings out when I see him shirtless.

       Or indulge my daydreams when he says we’re fated mates.

       And I sure as hell am not entertaining the racing heart when he gets so close to me that I can smell his scent.

      

       No! We are not meant to be together.

       This is a job. That’s all.

      

       So why can’t I stop thinking about him?

       Why does a part of me not just want to serve him…

      

       But love him with all my heart?

      

      Author's Note: This is a completely standalone novel set in the Athenaverse. Even if you've never come into the Athenaverse, you'll be able to enjoy this science fiction romance that has no cliffhangers or cheating and guaranteed happily ever after!
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      Let’s see…a wash of cadmium red. Overlay with permanent rose and create highlights with yellow ochre…

      The movement of colors on the canvas of my mind has always eased me from sleep to waking. Today is no exception. As I open my eyes, my face is naturally turned to the one source of natural light I can call my own. Though my tiny room isn’t lush or large, it is comfortable. And more importantly, it is the one space I have on this planet I can call my own.

      Night is just losing its grasp on the sky as I open my eyes. Early dawn light, tipped with ultramarine creeps forcefully over the buildings of the First Isle. Sitting up, I rest my elbows on the small window sill and bask in the kaleidoscope before me. This island is where the king and queen reside and it seems as though even the heavens above know it.

      Each morning, I am greeted this same way. And I’m not tired of it yet. The dawn resembles a watercolor painting, and I only wish I could shirk my duties for the day, sit on one of the Isle’s vibrant orange-pink beaches and paint till dusk.

      But that is a luxury for someone else. Still, things could be a lot worse. They were at one time. Throwing off my thin blanket, I choose not to think about that right now.

      Not the way I want to start my day, I tell myself. Get going.

      Rubbing sleep out of my eyes, I rise out of my small bed, making it hastily. Grabbing my towel and toothbrush, I open my door and peek out. A hall stretches out to either side of me - each door identical to my own. Such are the living quarters in the servant’s wing of the Palace of the First Isle.

      Like the individual cells in a beehive, each servant lives this way - a tiny space in which to sleep, and, if you are me, paint. All other areas, such as the kitchen, dining room and bathrooms, were shared.

      Blissfully, the hall is empty and quiet and I pad my way softly to the bathroom. Several stalls and sinks are there - also empty. I am often the first one up, giving me a few extra minutes of peace and quiet as I get ready for a long day of work ahead. I am grateful my body has trained itself to wake up just in time. A small gift.

      I am washing my face when I hear the stirrings of the other human servants around me. Zorosta stumbles in, her red, curly hair an unholy riot on her head. Yawning loudly, she merely grunts a greeting at me. I nod in return. Zorosta has been here longer than I have, but she is a troublemaker so I keep my distance.

      Moments later, Naomi enters. She has only been here a few months, but she is sweet and hard-working. She keeps details of her previous life to herself, as most of us do, so I usually only make small talk with her, as with most of the other human servants here at the palace. We exchange morning greetings.

      Naomi begins to wash her face, her brown curls bouncing. Zorosta leans over her sink, plucking at her eyebrows.

      “Another day in someone else’s paradise,” Zorosta mumbles.

      “Mmm-hmm,” Naomi replies, keeping her voice neutral. I say nothing, instead focusing on pulling my long blonde hair out of the braids I sleep in and back into a bun.

      “Are we here again already?” A too-loud voice reverberates off the sinks and tile walls. Wiltha. She’s been here longer than any of us, and makes sure we all know it. Brassy and loud, she is definitely not to be trusted. From what I can tell, she makes it her job to do as little as possible rather than her actual job.

      Crashing into the bathroom, Wiltha begins to comb her thick mop of mousy-brown hair. No matter how hard she tries, it’s always a mess by mid-morning. She doesn’t seem to mind too much.

      “Stayed up way too late playing yipsatch with the butlers. Lost a bundle,” she bellows. I do my best to keep my face locked in the mirror.

      “Why do you even bother? You know you can’t win. Plus, it’s not like they are ever going to let you forget that they were here first and they don’t like human women taking their jobs. Those Kiphian manservants never forget,” Zorosta retorts, happily plucking a stray hair that had been eluding her for some time.

      “Tough. They can just get used to it. Queen Fancy Pants made it so. Although, I’m not what she wants - a medal? ‘Oh thank you, former lowly human who is now Queen, we other servants are just grateful we get to scrub your toilet,’” Wiltha’s voice goes up an octave as she pretends to be a groveling servant.

      I hate this kind of talk. The truth is, I’m grateful to Queen Liara for making changes here. It’s true - she was once a regular girl living in the human quarter who managed to impress the Kiphian to end all Kiphians - King Kravath. But rather than forget the lowly conditions that humans are subjected to here, she has made efforts to give them new opportunities.

      Opportunities such as the one I have now. Sure, I’m a servant and I have long days, but so many things improved in my life once I took this job. For one thing, I’m safer here than in all the cramped, filthy quarters I shared back in the human sector.

      And though it’s tiny, my little room is all mine. Through drawings, paintings and tiny little sculptures, I’ve made it into the only space that comes close to embodying all the images that float around in my head. It’s mine and no one, as long as I have this job, can take it away.

      “I bet I get put on floor duty again today. I hate that,” Zorosta whines, putting away her tweezers.

      “They’ll give me the compost heap, I’m sure. I smell for days after that,” Wiltha retorts. I inwardly breathe a sigh of relief. So far, I had not been assigned those tasks, knowing they were usually given to those who showed less enthusiasm for the overall job.

      “Like I said, another day in someone else’s paradise. Queen Lala must be laughing her damn head off every time we turn our backs!” Zorosta snorts.

      I leave the bathroom. This is not how I want to start my day. A small cloud of distemper threatens to hang over me if I don’t find a way to shake off their words.

      Returning to my room, I look outside my window once more. The ultramarine has morphed into a canary yellow, with delicate zig-zags of peachy orange. For some reason, my grumpy mood shifts - into one of loneliness and a sense of…sameness.

      Dishwater gray splashes over the red, dulling and diluting the colors…

      How I would love to paint the day away, perhaps with someone to talk to, someone who could see the world as I do.

      Shaking my head, I hurry to dress. Such silly notions are for Queens, not servant girls. And though the Queen may be a human, how could I expect lightning to strike twice?
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      A trained soldier never really sleeps deeply. To do so could mean life or death. Still, I’m jolted to consciousness by a sound I am definitely not used to hearing.

      Howling. Unabashed, full-throated howling. It is urgent, loud, and doesn’t appear to be stopping anytime soon.

      Grumbling, I get out of bed, noting the dawn emerging over the city, promising another typical warm day on the First Isle. With a start, however, I realize that nothing is typical about my day. At least not right now.

      The howling continues. I set my jaw, bracing myself for what’s next. Though a trained, life-long soldier, nothing in my experience has prepared me for this.

      Clumsily buttoning my shirt, I stomp out of my room and down the hall. As Captain of the Royal Guard, I have been assigned quarters that are much too large for someone who lives very austerely. Who knew the extra rooms would come in handy now?

      Taking one more deep breath, I open the door to a room that has stood empty since I moved in. In the brightening gloom, I spy a heap of limbs and disheveled faces, tears and snot run amok. At the sound of the door opening, they both turn to me and an unexpected wallop of grief hits me square in the chest, like the kick of a Varn.

      Only this pain won’t heal as quickly. This pain is mercurial, a phantom that only inflicts pain when it chooses, but always leaves an indelible mark. I have spent most of my life putting a barrier between myself and grief but it somehow has found me now in earnest.

      The two faces looking up at me resemble my sister so much, I want to look away. Aralla’s  eyes, the shape of her mouth and her easy expression of trust is all mirrored in the faces of her twin sons. Grief threatens to overwhelm me in a sickening wave. Gritting my teeth, I push it aside. It will not have its way with me right now. I must mourn my sister at a later time.

      Besides, I have to get them to stop screaming first. They have made an absolute shambles of the pallet of blankets I made for them the night before, and the room smells of tears and perhaps…has someone wet themselves?

      Elio and Abdiel are alarmingly identical, so much so that I have to look for the tiny mole on Abdiel’s cheek just to know it is him. He is the younger of the two by only a few minutes, but already it’s clear he is more delicate than his brother.

      Abdiel is clinging to Elio, who is trying to maintain a brave face but has tears and snot streaking down his cheeks. They are only two-years old after all. I have to keep reminding myself they are basically walking babies.

      And I know almost nothing about babies. I can whip young Kiphian men from coddled wastelings into tough-as-nails soldiers, but small children are out of my depth. Right now, however, I don’t have much of a choice.

      “Morning, boys,” I say quietly, crouching on my knees. I try to pull them both into a hug but Elio resists and it only makes Abdiel howl louder.

      “Let’s get you cleaned up, yeah?” I find a small towel and attempt to wipe their faces. Elio bats it away and joins his brother in howling.

      It seems that was not the solution I was looking for.

      As gently as I can, I scoop up both boys and carry them to the bathroom to wash them up. The howling only increases. Panic nips at the edge of my brain as I doggedly scrub and soothe as best I can.

      Hard to believe they have only been here since yesterday afternoon. It feels like a month has gone by. Perhaps because they have cried basically the entire time they have been here. When I used to visit them at their mother’s, all my fun Uncle Tekkie’s tricks worked every time. But now, they aren’t interested in being flown about in my arms or in making raspberry noises.

      They just want their mother.

      Can’t say I blame them. I want her too. For reasons that I’m ashamed to admit are pretty selfish right now.

      Both boys squirm, scream and generally make each task harder and longer than it needs to be. The fact that I have to do everything twice doesn’t help matters. By the time I’ve cleaned them up, my nerves are shot.

      Then I realize that I have to really get moving. If I don’t, I will be late to work. And that is not something the Captain of the Royal Guard can ever be. It sets a precedent I can never live down.

      “Come on, guys, shhhhhh, please?” Gulping in air, they both continue screaming.

      A grown ass soldier, begging toddlers to be quiet? Yeah, you really got this. Even my own thoughts aren’t working with me today.

      I can’t take it anymore. Panic, frustration and something approaching madness wells up in me. I need help and I need it now. Plopping them both down in the main living area where they continue to wail and cling to each other, I finish buttoning my shirt and exit my quarters.

      The barracks are built around a central hub, with a circular hallway linking each assigned living space. Opening the door, I look up and down the hall. I am relieved to see a human woman a few feet away, a scrub brush and bucket at her side. She has a sad but resigned expression on her face as if she can’t quite believe she has to complete the huge task before her.

      I hope I can change that.

      “You there. Come here,” I command, trying to sound normal.

      Startled, she looks up, the scrub brush stopping in mid-air.

      “Umm, of course…sir,” she replies. Her voice is gentle, like small bells ringing.

      “Follow me,” I turn without waiting for her.

      “But…” she begins.

      “I will see to it that you are not punished for abandoning your duties,” I bark over my shoulder. If she can help me at least for a few hours, I can get to work and find a more permanent solution.

      Besides, I need the boys to be someone else’s problem for a while. A twinge of guilt accompanies this thought, but it is the absolute truth. And I’ve never shied away from the truth.

      I hear the scrub brush drop back into the bucket with a small splash. She follows me to my door. I gesture for her to enter ahead of me.

      As she passes, I see she is a shy creature, petite and demure, her head bowed. Under her cloth cap, I spy golden blonde tresses of hair tucked at the back of her head. Long eyelashes graze the tops of her cheeks as she looks downward. She’s…gorgeous. I quickly push the thought away.

      As we enter, the howling crescendoes but, blissfully, my panic begins to abate. For the time being, this woman will help me. She just has to.
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      First the nonsense in the bathroom, then I got assigned floor scrubbing duty (which had never happened before), and now I’m being commanded into the quarters of some intimidating Kiphian soldier. This was not the kind of day I had envisioned.

      Keeping my head down, I only catch glimpses of the man. His skin is a fascinating shade of burnt sienna and garnet, crisscrossed with intricate black tattoos which are mainly hidden under his shirt. My brain instantly wants to explore those tattoos further…

      Eyes to the floor. What are you even thinking?

      The sounds of wails can be heard, reverberating off the walls. Although loud, they sound harmless, but I do wonder whether following a strange and powerful Kiphian into his rooms is a wise idea.

      “Straight back,” is all he says, as if in answer to my confusion.

      I head down a long hallway, rooms snaking off from the central corridor. It ends in a living room space, mostly empty but for a few chairs and shelves. There is nothing on the walls. Nothing that speaks of the life of the man who lives here.

      As I enter, two small Kiphian children look at me, their eyes pinched with crying, their faces mottled and splotchy. It’s clear they have been crying for some time.

      “Look, boys. I’ve brought you a visitor. You need to stop your crying now. Stop it!” he commands, his voice a mixture of anger and exasperation.

      Before I can stop myself, the words fly out of my mouth, “Barking at them will not help….sir.” I hope that the ‘sir’ will stop him from firing me. My stomach drops into my feet.

      You’re on a roll. Now you’re not even trying to think.

      There’s a sickening pause. I can feel the Kiphian glowering at me, but I refuse to make eye contact. To do so might seem even more impertinent.

      “Fine. That one’s Elio. That one’s Abdiel. He’s got a mole on his left cheek. I must go to work. Stay with them. Keep them out of trouble. I will be back with a more suitable arrangement when I can,” he grunts.

      Without waiting for me to respond, he turns on his heel. I begin to protest.

      “Like I said, you will be excused from other duties today,” is all he says as the door closes behind him.

      I turn to the boys. Their skin is a gentle shade of red and orange, their dark hair soft and downy. Luminous dark eyes appear too large for their heads. The poor things look so lost.

      Instinct kicks in. This is not my first rodeo. Back on Earth, it seemed I was always wiping a nose, nursing a scraped knee, or fishing someone out the rickety wash stand we used for a bath. Being one of the oldest of ten siblings will prepare you for that sort of thing.

      Kneeling down, I look them in the eye, gaining their trust. “Hey little ones. Don’t be scared. I’m Veira. I’m going to be with you today. Elio, yes?” I look to one brother who sucks in his bottom lip and, for a moment, stops his crying and nods yes.

      “Hello, Elio. That must mean you are Abdiel. Hello,” I say, giving my full attention to the brother with a tiny mole shaped like a star on his left cheek.

      Whenever I took care of the littlest siblings back home, I always went through the checklist. Are they wet? Are they tired? Are they hungry? Or are they just grumpy?

      A quick check told me they were dry. And though their eyes were puffy, they didn’t show the tell tale signs of being tired. Let’s try hungry then.

      “Would you boys like something to eat? If so, we have to go on a small journey. Will you go with me?” I ask very gently, putting out my hands for them both to take.

      A few moments pass. My face remains open and friendly but inside I’m freaking out. The last thing I want to do is drag two howling Kiphian boys down to the kitchen, but I’m not about to rummage in the man’s cupboards for food. From what I can tell, there won’t be anything for little ones to eat, anyway.

      Remarkably, Elio sets his jaw and grasps my hand. Abdiel, taking his brother’s lead, takes my other hand and I let out the smallest sigh of relief.

      “All right, good! Now, let’s get you some food.”

      We arrive at the kitchen without incident. The boys are quiet now, only sniffles punctuating their shuffling steps.

      The kitchen is bustling, and the boys immediately hide behind my legs.

      “Orik?” I call, hoping to be heard over the prep cooks, kitchen staff and the banging of crockery and pots.

      “Who needs me? I’m only here if you don’t need something,” a voice replies, gruff but mixed with mirth. It belongs to an older Kiphian man, clad in a white apron, his robin’s egg blue arms working some bread dough.

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to come back another time,” I reply, stepping aside to reveal the quivering boys.

      “Veira! You didn’t say you had visitors! And such wonderful ones at that! Welcome, friends!” Orik slaps his hands on his thighs as he kneels down to meet the boys.

      “I didn’t know I was in charge of any visitors until just a few minutes ago. This is Elio and Abdiel. I’m taking care of them for the day. Do you think you might find something for them to eat? I hate to impose, but I don’t know where else to turn,” I ask.

      For the briefest moment, Orik’s face turns grave as if in recognition of something, but he immediately hides it. “Of course,” he says. His deep, gentle voice seems to soothe the boys and he leads them to a quiet table in the corner of the kitchen.

      Soon, they are happily feasting on kelp cakes and abalone salad. Turns out they were famished. The checklist rarely fails.

      As they eat, Orik turns to me. I lay a hand on his arm, looking him in the eye. “Thank you. You are always so kind to me.”

      He snorts and waves my hand away, “Bah. Don’t think twice about it. You looked so lost on your first day, what was I going to do?”

      “Still, I’m grateful,” I reply, looking at the boys eating in contented silence.

      “So, the rumors are true then,” Orik says, following my gaze.

      “What is?”

      “You don’t know anything about these boys, do you?"

      “Nothing. One minute I was scrubbing a floor and then the next minute a huge soldier was commanding me to babysit.”

      “Well, I’m not just a great cook you know—“ he begins.

      “I know, I know. Your best dish is gossip. I’ve heard this, Orik!”

      “Ah, but this gossip is fresh! These boys, I’m sorry to say, haven’t had it easy. Their mother was a priestess for many years, as was her choice.”

      “But I thought priestesses weren’t allowed to have children,” I reply.

      “Exactly. But, mysteriously, she became pregnant. She was disgraced and thrown out of the order. What’s even more mysterious is the identity of the benefactor that set her up in an apartment here in the First Isle. The story might have ended there, but…” He let his voice trail off in true Orik fashion.

      “But what, Orik! Don’t make me wait!”

      “She turned up dead two days ago. No one knows how or why. The boys, unfortunately, were left alone and have now been placed with their only known relative - the man you met.”

      “That’s their uncle?”

      “Indeed. None other than Telkar, Captain of King Kravath’s Royal Guard. He’s quite the figure, isn’t he?”

      “Yes, he is,” I reply, my mind’s eye drifting back to the muscular and magnetic Kiphian. His image mixes with the sad tale of the boy’s fate, and I find myself quite unable to speak.

      Orik, however, does not notice, his words continuing to fill the bustling kitchen air.
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      I climb up the stairs that link the training ground to my office, my lips set tight. Not a single one of the new guard recruits I’d just supervised have been doing their conditioning. It’s plain enough from their worthless sparring. I don’t even need to ask Pel if they’ve been using the training equipment.

      I would bet my sword arm that they haven’t.

      There’s nothing I find more irritating than entitled Kiphian sons who want to be city guards only for the shiny insignia. But, I try to banish my annoyance.

      Thanks to that lovely human maid, I actually have a bit of time to myself before my meeting with King Kravath about next week’s guard rotations. With her caring for the boys, I don’t have to race back to my rooms to check on them. I should perhaps be concerned about their wellbeing in the hands of a strange human female, but something tells me not to worry.

      Pushing open the door of my office, I shake thoughts of the blue-eyed maid out of my head. She’s a distraction, and I have an important report to read.

      I sit down at my desk, and take a deep breath. Placing my comm-pad in front of me, I pull up a file.

      Certification of death: Aralla Xalinir.

      At last, I’ll learn why Aralla died so young. I’ve wanted to know since the instant I learned she was gone, and yet some part of me still doesn’t want to know. The words of the file blur on the screen in front of me.

      “Focus, Telkar,” I mutter to myself. I listen to my own advice, and slowly, begin to take in the words written in Aralla’s file. A mere two lines in, my jaw drops from shock.

      She was found with her throat slit.

      Aralla was murdered.

      Grief and blinding fury war behind my eyes. Who dared to murder my sister? What had Aralla ever done to anyone? Was it some religious fanatic attempting to punish her further for being thrown out of the Order of the Divine Ones?

      I keep reading, absorbing the words as fast as I can. The city guard was called by a neighbor, upon hearing violent sounds from Aralla’s apartment. They came in to find signs of a struggle, and Aralla lying dead in a lake of her own blood. A window was broken in the twins’ nursery.

      At the first, the city guard hadn’t been able to find Abdiel and Elio, but the sound of crying led them to a secret panel in a closet. Aralla must have hidden her children, when she realized they were under attack.

      She saved her boys, but she couldn’t save herself.

      I bow my head. Aralla had always been so wise, so resourceful. Her cleverness and generous heart were what drew her to become a Priestess… but none of her best traits mattered in the end. She died violently, and alone.

      My eyes burn with emotion, as too many feelings churn inside me. I sit unmoving for a moment, until one clear thought bubbles to the top: vengeance. I straighten, the idea of revenge narrowing me to a sharp focus. Someone is responsible for ending Aralla’s life.

      I will make that someone pay.

      Am I not Captain of the Royal Guard? Does the power of my position not give me the right to go examine her apartment, and to question the city guard that discovered her? I have the tools at my fingers to discover the identity of her murderer, and I will not rest until I do.

      The resolution settles in my chest. I note the time, and realize I must leave to go meet with the King and Queen. Burying my emotions seems impossible, until I force myself to concentrate on my course of action.

      One step at a time, each leading to Aralla’s killer.

      Standing up abruptly, I shove back my chair. In seconds my office is locked, and I stride down the hallway. My mind is running as fast as the King’s best Varn, but I know my outside is impassive.

      I have always worked well under pressure.

      “Captain Telkar Xalinir, your Royal Majesties,” announces the throne room herald, as I arrive. I walk to the foot of the thrones, head bowed, and kneel in obeisance to my rulers.

      “Rise, Captain,” says King Kravath, before my knee has hit the marble floor. “My Queen and I welcome you to our presence.”

      “Thank you, my illustrious King,” I reply, drawing back up to standing. “Thank you, my gracious Queen.”

      I raise my eyes, taking in the two monarchs before me. Kravath, the best ruler the Ocean kingdom has had in years, after his overly strict and traditional father. He’s as imposing as Queen Liara is beautiful. Who knew a mere human servant could one day fully inhabit the role of a stately Queen?

      “We meet you in your grief,” says the Queen in a gentle voice, echoed by her King.

      “As I meet you, my grief is honored by your words,” I reply, as is traditional. I don’t know that I can feel my grief honored by anything right now, not when the revelation of my sister’s murder is so fresh.

      “Yes, may I too add my greatest sorrow at hearing of the untimely death of your unusual sister,” comes an oily voice from beside the King.

      I manage to keep myself from rolling my eyes. It’s Lord Malcin speaking, whom I’ve never liked. The choice of the word ‘unusual’ can only be intended as an insult, but I ignore it. Now is not the time to pick fights with Kravath’s advisors.

      “Thank you,” I say curtly to Malcin, barely looking at him. “My King—”

      “How are you doing with your nephews?” asks Kravath, before I can shift to business. “You’ve had a day or two with them now, haven’t you?”

      “Ah… I am very fond of my sister’s children.” I try to keep the frustration I’ve been feeling over the twins out of my voice. “However it has become apparent that I need to find a caretaker for them.” I hesitate. “Quickly.”

      I see Queen Liara look at King Kravath with a fond, mischievous expression. He turns as though he feels her eyes on him, and sends her a lopsided smile I’ve never seen on his face before.

      “I see.” The Queen’s mouth quirks upward at the corner. “I remember a similar wide-eyed look on another Kiphian male not so long ago, bewildered by the young ones on his hands. Would you like my assistance in finding you a nanny?”

      “Yes,” I blurt out, gratitude flooding through me. “I am… unused to children.”

      “Of course.” Queen Liara inclines her head. “I’ll accompany you to your chambers after this audience to meet your nephews. Once I have a sense of them, I can find you the right person.”

      I kneel once again, offering my deepest thanks. Even as the words come out of my mouth, though, I can’t help thinking of the maid I corralled into being a temporary caretaker. It feels strange to imagine that with the arrival of a genuine nanny, she could just disappear.

      That thought shouldn’t discomfort me. After all, she had been invisible to me before this morning.

      Yet, I can’t stop thinking of her. How had I never noticed such a beautiful female, mere inches away from my own doorstep?
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      I can’t keep the smile off my face, watching Abdiel and Elio roll a barukha back and forth. After a brief search of the Captain’s quarters, it became clear to me that the boys are woefully short on toys.

      Yet like my siblings, they know how to make the best of what they’ve got. One of the two barukha Orik packed for our lunch rolled out, and that was all it took for the twins to come up with a game.

      I fake grab at the round, tough-skinned fruit. Elio shrieks and bats the barukha away from me, while Abdiel giggles. I let out a silly growl, and paw at their makeshift ball again. Abdiel grabs it, putting it behind his back.

      “You’ll need to hide it better than that,” I tell him, reaching out to tickle his sides gently. “I’m gonna get it! I’mmmm goooonnaa crunch it!”

      Abdiel’s giggles grow in volume.

      “Mine,” he insists, through his laughter. “No crunch it!”

      Elio dives in to help, swiping the barukha up as it rolls out of Abdiel’s hands. I let up the tickling, so both boys can scurry into the unused room next door. I can see them huddling behind the one sad chair in there, but pretend not to.

      “Where did you go?” I call, pretending to look all around in confusion. “Where’s Elio? Where’s Abdiel?”

      I stomp around, ‘searching’ the main living room. Amusement curls my lips into an even bigger smile. I’m really enjoying playing with the boys, which makes me laugh at myself. I must have been really lonely the past few weeks, for the company of two year olds to seem so wonderful.

      They’re better than Wiltha or Zorosta, that’s for sure.

      In fact, they’re all around great kids, from what I’ve seen so far. There’s no reason to make fun of myself for having such a grand time with them.

      Heading into the side room, I hear Elio barely suppressing snorts of laughter. Abdiel is trying to shush him, which is adorable. I do a lackluster circuit of the room, playing up my confusion.

      “Oh well,” I say, as I head back into the living room. “Elio and Abdiel have disappeared. I guess I’ll have to eat all their lunch.”

      The boys explode from their hiding spot, yelping. I grin as they tumble onto my legs, allowing them to pull me down to the floor.

      “Loori,” protests Elio, hitting himself on the chest. “My loori!”

      I knew that threatening their lunch would cause a ruckus. I had to admit, the little oval bread packets of fish were likely worth fighting over. The equivalent of a tuna sandwich in the Ocean Kingdom, but better. Orik had saved me a few loori once or twice.

      “Okay, I won’t eat your loori,” I promised. “But you have to let me play with the barukah, too, okay? Can you share?”

      Abdiel, who’s holding the fruit, nods, his eyes wide. He shoves himself away from where he was clinging to my leg, and rolls the barukha towards me. I’m touched by the sweetness of his immediately including me.

      Elio is still holding onto my calf and I’m about to roll the barukha back to Abdiel, when the door swings open. I freeze.

      Captain Telkar stands in the doorway, and with him — Queen Liara.

      Frantically, I try to extricate myself from Elio without hurting him. He resists for a moment, before he registers his uncle standing in the room. He and Abdiel both trundle happily towards the Captain, while I throw myself into a curtsy.

      “Your Majesty,” I breathe, my heart pounding a mile a minute. “And Captain. I am honored to be in your presence.”

      “No need for such formality here,” says the Queen, and I can barely believe my ears. I stay with my head bowed, confused, until she speaks again. “You may rise, Miss…?”

      “Veira,” I supply, my voice shaking a little. I raise my head and find the Queen inspecting me. Somehow, even more unnerving than her royal gaze is Captain Telkar’s focus on me. His eyes are the color of fine graphite, nearly shimmering with intensity.

      “ …an’ kelp cake!”

      Abdiel’s voice enters my ears and I realize he’s been babbling all about our visit to the kitchens. So is Elio, although all I can make out of his happy jabbering is something about good smells.

      Captain Telkar looks down at them, bemused, before raising his head.

      “Thank you,” he says, gruffly. My nerve endings thrill, as though someone has touched me. I don’t know if I’ve ever heard a Kiphian male say thank you before.

      “You are most welcome, Royal Captain,” I murmur, lowering my gaze — out of deference to some degree, sure, but also because making eye contact with Telkar is strangely overwhelming.

      “You may return to your maid duties,” he says then, and my heart falls. The strange hyper-awareness of my skin dulls, as my shoulders slump. Of course he’s sending me back to my old life.

      I hadn’t minded it so much before. Floor duty was a pain, but even that was better than being in the human quarter as a young woman alone. I should be able to slide back into my day to day existence without any trouble… So what is this pang I feel in my chest?

      “Yes, sir,” I mumble, trying to hide the disappointment in my eyes. I don’t want the Captain to think I’m looking for some kind of reward. The only reward I want is to be able to keep spending time with Elio and Abdiel. And, if I’m being honest, maybe I want to get to know Captain Telkar himself a little.

      “Just a moment,” interrupts Queen Liara, before I can get up. To my complete shock, she kneels right then and there, her sumptuous gown pooling all around her.

      Are Queens allowed to kneel?

      “What did you do after the kitchens?” She directs her question to Abdiel, who lights up. I’m beyond nervous, but I still can’t suppress a small grin as I see the little boy puff out his chest. Abdiel may be a little more delicate than his brother, but he’s definitely the flirt.

      “Played,” he declares grandly, before scrambling back to pick up the barukha. “Vee monster!”

      He points at me and I bite my lip. I hope they understand that he’s talking about me pretending to be a monster.

      I don’t have enough time to worry about it, because Abdiel is growling an adorable little growl and stumbling towards me. When he reaches me, he half-falls into my lap, dropping the barukha into my hand.

      “It sounds like you’ve been having a lot of fun today,” says Queen Liara to Abdiel, with a smile. She rises, impeccably elegant in her rustle of skirts. “Captain Telkar, I think you might not need my help in finding a nanny after all. I think you might have the perfect one right here.”
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      Even though my mind has tried to make the argument otherwise, another part of me, (my heart perhaps) lifts at Queen Liara’s words. Like a ceremonial sword sliding cleaning into its scabbard, the idea just feels…right.

      What I can’t quite fathom is why I like the idea of this random maid being around more often. We have exchanged only a handful of words, all regarding the twins. I know nothing about her. I shrug it off. Even if we have nothing to talk about but the boys, she is so beautiful, it will be a pleasant diversion.

      “You seem to have a natural gift with children. Something that can only occur with experience,” Queen Liara says to Veira. Despite her queenly trappings, her voice and face are open and welcoming. There is an ease between the two human women, even though their classes could not be more different.

      “Oh yes, Your Highness. I was the second born of ten siblings. We all helped out as much as we could,” Veira responds.

      “That is a lot to handle. I don’t think two will intimidate you. Still, it’s your decision. Would you like to take on the job or return to your previous duties?”

      Veira, who had been previously looking at the floor in deference to her Queen, looks up in astonishment. Even I am surprised. A queen offering a choice to a servant? Who ever heard of such a thing? It would never fly in the Royal Guard. Regardless, I find myself holding my breath awaiting Veira’s answer. What if she says no?

      You are getting ahead of yourself.

      “Yes, Your Highness. Thank you. I would be honored to assist Captain Telkar however best I can,” Veira’s eyes sweep back to the floor in gratitude. But I swear, as she did so, her eyes caught mine. Did I dream that up?

      “Good. That’s settled. Captain, do you object to having Veira stay in these quarters? With your duties, I believe it would be best if she was near the boys at all times. You shall, however, see to it that she has some time to herself, yes?” The Queen looks at me with a mix of command and compassion.

      I am unused to this style of leadership but I do my best to cover up my awkwardness. The Kiphia have ways of doing things, unbroken by centuries of tradition. Even the choices in this life are narrow. Humans, I find, have never enjoyed limiting their choices.

      “Of course, Your Highness. Being a Captain of the Royal Guard, my quarters are ample. But I am not here much. This spare room is rarely used. I believe it will suit just fine,” I say, haltingly.

      The Queen slowly turns about the space, her eyes taking in the spareness of the walls, the furnishings. Even before military life, I was not one to be a homebody. My quarters are for sleep and respite from the world - nothing more.

      Stifling a laugh, the Queen turns back to me. There is still laughter in her eyes. “I think,” she says, “that your bachelor’s life is about to vastly improve. If nothing else, a little life will come to these rooms, yes?” Her words are not unkind, but they sting me just the same.

      I have worked hard all my life and rose quickly through the ranks. I never had the time nor inclination for creature comforts, ornamentation or even such frivolous things like hobbies. For me, it has always been about the soldier’s life - a code and a measure that I can always rely upon. Until now, it has served me well.

      “Indeed, Your Highness. Thank you for your assistance,” I say, bowing slightly.

      “It was nothing. Besides, you did the work, Captain. You knew a good person when you saw her. That takes talent. I merely confirmed it,” the Queen replies, still more mirth in her words.

      I say nothing. Veira remains looking at the floor. A strange tension fills the air between us. I resolutely ignore it.

      Turning to her, the Queen says, “Return to your quarters and retrieve your things. I will ensure your duties are reassigned and that you are not to be conscripted into cleaning duties going forward.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” Veira curtseys once more and turns to leave.

      “Oh, and Veira?” The Queen stops her.

      “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “Do enjoy yourself. These little ones are delightful. And they are lucky to have you now.”

      Veira’s cheeks color a little, which only makes her more beautiful to behold. Blinking, I turn my head, watching the boys tumble about on the carpet.

      “Th-th—ank you, Your Highness,” Veira stutters, clearly thunderstruck by the Queen’s kindness. Curtseying once more, she looks to the boys.

      “I’ll be right back, boys. Be good!”

      Giving one last bow to the Queen, her eyes catch mine once more. Hastily, I turn away. When I look back, she’s gone.

      “Glad that’s all sorted out, Captain,” the Queen says. She then bends towards the boys. “Goodbye, little ones. Like your nanny says, be good!”

      The boys babble happily in her direction and go back to playing. The Queen watches them for a few seconds more, a faraway look on her face, and then turns to leave.

      I bow, deeper this time.

      “Thank you, Your Highness.” It’s all I can think of to say.

      “You’re welcome, Captain. Good luck,” she says, sweeping from my quarters.

      For a few moments after her departure, I stand there, idly watching the boys tussle about like two bear cubs.

      I’ve gone from a loner’s existence to a pseudo family in a matter of hours. And what’s more, a gorgeous creature is going to be living only a few feet from me. The thought makes my pulse quicken.

      She’s the nanny. Like the Queen said. And may I remind you, she’s a human, too?

      Ashamed, I tamp that thought way down. Veira is here for one job. She is here to make my life easier and to give the boys a sense of normalcy. Nothing more. My attraction to her is irrelevant.

      Unclenching my shoulders, I snap back to reality. It may be some time before Veira returns. I remove my uniform jacket and unbutton my shirt sleeves. Time for Uncie Tekkers.

      “All right, kiddos! Who’s ready for some monsters?”

      The boys immediately stop what they are doing and look at me in delight.

      “Me! Me! Me!” They burble, practically in unison.

      They love this game - which is basically letting them crawl all over me until I chase them about the house. But, it’s better than the crying and the howling.

      “Rawwrrr!” I yell, raising my arms up in the air in faux-menace. They whirl away from me, squealing.

      After several minutes, the boys are worn out and sighing with happiness. It’s then that I realize that Queen Liara might be right after all.
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      The last tube of paint just fits into the small wooden box I use to transport my supplies. I am surprised by just how much stuff I’ve managed to accumulate in my small amount of time here at the palace.

      Aside from my personal things - a few changes of clothes, my toiletry bag, and some mementos of life back home, my paintings and tools make up the bulk of my belongings. Scraps of paper, parchment, and canvas seemed manageable when they were displayed around the walls of my tiny room.

      But, when I take them down and collect them all together, I find myself looking at a huge heap. I’ll have to borrow a cart of some kind to take it all back to Telkar’s quarters.

      Carefully rolling a canvas, I stop to marvel at everything that transpired today. I went from scrubbing floors to being a nanny to the Captain of the Royal Guard. And I met Queen Liara herself!

      The Queen’s elegance and kindness still leave me breathless. She was so kind and so real. Sure, we didn’t exactly interact, and she basically ordered me to be Telkar’s nanny, but I really felt there was at least some choice there.

      Living on Kiphia can make a human feel quite small at times. They never really let us forget our place at the bottom of the food chain. Liara, however, was different. And now I have this wonderful job as a nanny. It’s all been such a dizzying day.

      Anything is better than cleaning, though I’m never afraid of a little elbow grease. I am excited to get to know the twins better and to find a routine. A happy thought blooms in my mind. Perhaps I can teach them drawing! And painting! My mind bubbles with possibilities, as I place the last of my supplies in a neat stack.

      Don’t forget your handsome new boss…

      Like a fly, I quickly swat that thought out of my head. The physical appearance of Captain Telkar is not a perk of the job, nor should I even dare to think about it any further.

      The swoops and swirls of his tattoos, so vibrant against that red skin…

      With a firm snap, I close the wooden box containing my paints shut. I refuse to let myself go down that mental path. Those boys need me to stay focused.

      I locate a cart from the supply closet and pile my belongings into it. Within minutes, my room is empty, barely a trace that I lived there. A small piece of my heart breaks a little at saying goodbye (how differently I felt this morning!) but I know that something new awaits me.

      Turning my back, I bid farewell to the servant’s quarters, thanking them for the security they gave me, but glad I’m moving on.

      Minutes later, I push my cart through Captain Telkar’s door. Parking it in what will become my room, I stop in across the hall to briefly inspect the room for the boys. It is nothing more than an empty space with a pile of blankets. Hardly adequate for two rambunctious toddlers.

      Everything around me is eerily quiet. I walk further down the hall and into the living room. A scene of silent chaos greets me.

      Lying on the floor, completely passed out, are the boys. Their arms and legs are splayed, like they’ve been dropped from a great height. Mouths hang loose in that cute way that only sleeping babies can pull off.

      Sitting in the middle, cross-legged and looking dazed, is Telkar. His eyes are cloudy and faraway, and his body is slumped and sullen.

      “Sir?” I say, as quietly as I can. Never wake a sleeping baby.

      Perhaps that also goes for dazed Kiphian soldiers too…

      He starts, shaking his head.

      “Oh good. You’re back. Just in time.” He rises. I detect a feeling of sheepishness about him. I suppose no one likes to be caught daydreaming.

      “Are you all right?” I venture.

      “Fine. Just that I only know about two games with the boys - wrestling and running. Both are exhausting, as you can see.”

      “I can see that,” I say, laughing just a little. It always amazes me at how little kids can basically sleep anywhere.

      “Right. Well, I need to get going. Get yourself settled,” he says, straightening his shirt and smoothing back his rumpled hair.

      “All right,” I reply.

      “Let me know if the boys need anything,” he says. It sounds almost like an afterthought.

      I seize on it though.

      “Well, yes. They do. Are the blankets in that room supposed to be their bed?”

      A look of surprise crosses his angular face. He quickly hides it.

      “Yes. Isn’t that adequate?”

      It takes a lot of effort to keep any hint of condescension out of my voice.

      He’s a soldier. He has no idea. Be gentle.

      “I’m afraid not. They need a crib. Something to keep them safe and in bed each night,” I say, looking at their chaotic sleeping forms.

      “I see,” he grunts.

      “And some books and toys might be nice. Toddlers can be destructive when they are bored,” I continue. I might be pushing my luck here, but he did ask.

      Telkar’s face and shoulders slump a little at my words. He seems overwhelmed at the task. But, just as quickly, he regroups and looks me square in the eye.

      “I do not know where or how to buy such things. I have never had a need,” he says, gesturing somewhat lamely to his empty living space.

      “That’s quite all right. We can figure it out,” I reply.

      “If you know, I will take you. We can go to the city this very afternoon. I have some….business to attend to there,” he proposes.

      “That will work. Thank you. When the boys wake up, we can leave,” I say.

      He seems about to protest but then looks to the boys, their snuffling exhalations filling the silence.

      “Right. Never wake—-“

      “—-a sleeping baby. Right,” I say, smiling.

      “I knew that one. I know I seem…unprepared. But that one I knew,” he says, a small note of pride in his voice.

      “Sure. Well. I’ll get settled while they sleep,” I offer, brushing past him.

      “I hope they wake soon,” he says, “this business I must attend to is…urgent.”

      “I’m sure they will,” I say noncommittally. I leave the living room, and return to my room where I begin to sort out my belongings.

      There’s no question he is a gruff customer. But it’s clear there is at least some tiny soft spot underneath. And despite his lack of experience, he does seem to love those boys. There is hope for him yet.

      As I hang my clothes in the small closet in the corner of my room, my mind keeps tugging at one thing.

      Why did his face darken so when he spoke about business? What business could he possibly be doing?

      Soon, I hope, all will become clear.
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      The inside of Valclav’s is thankfully cool after the garish heat of the afternoon sun. Even for the First Isle, the weather seems hotter today.  It doesn’t help that the market is further inland, trapping more of the day’s heat.

      I can’t remember the last time I was in this shop. It sits just off the main thoroughfare of the Yipranti Market, and is generally reserved by those Kiphia with a bit more money in their pockets to spend.

      Lower class Kiphia do not buy their furniture here. Humans certainly do not.

      However, the normally snooty shopkeeper, a wizened Kiphian man with mottled green skin, is smart enough not to give Veira a hard time as she inspects the children’s furniture on display. My clear rank of the Royal Guard, and my sheer size and proximity to her see to that.

      “Look, Elio - this one is very nice. Do you like it?” Veira asks my nephew, who is clinging to her hand, but wants to run back outside. The grubbier parts of the Yipranti are much more interesting than this stuffy old place.

      “Only a few minutes more and I promise we can look at the toys, all right? But if you squirm, this will take longer, yes?” She reasons with him in a firm but gentle voice. He looks to his brother, who, when not in full distress, actually seems to like following the rules. Abdiel is quiet and compliant, hanging off her other hand.

      That she can keep them in line and look at the dizzying array of cribs before her is a mystery to me. Feeling out of place, I merely stand near her, waiting until this can be over.

      She inspects a pair of cribs the color of bottle green, rendered out of coral. Their edges are sanded so smooth, they feel like silk. The cribs look elegant but sturdy, simple but functional.

      Looking to the shopkeeper who hovers nearby, she asks, “How much is this one?”

      “5,200 units,” he replies, superciliously.

      “Ah, I see. Thank you,” she replies, visibly paling at the price. She begins to move past them to look at the clunkier models in the back. The smug grin on the shopkeeper’s face irks me.

      “As Captain of the Royal Guard, I am well compensated. Money is no object,” I say, a touch too loudly. Perhaps that was what I intended though?

      Veira, still leading the boys through the selection of cribs, visibly blushes at my outburst. I cannot fathom as to why.

      “I will take two of them. Payment will be upon delivery. Have them sent to the Royal Guard barracks at the palace,” I order. The shopkeeper bows and oozes away to prepare the bill of sale.

      At that, Veira quickly leaves the shop, the boys only too happy to comply. Soon, the heat and the noise of the market surround us. We enter the labyrinthine collection of stalls, shops and tables. Treasures, food, oddities and other random items from all over Kiphia entice and repulse the boys as we wend our way through.

      “Thank you. That was very generous. The boys will be very comfortable,” she says, her eyes sweeping over the haphazard stalls.

      “Why do I get the feeling something upset you then?” I ask, a gruffness in my voice I did not intend.

      “Oh, I’m not upset. I am just…not used to having money. I suppose I must get used to seeing it being spent,” she says, simply. “Please forgive me for making you feel uncomfortable,” she apologizes.

      “Not at all. If it helps the boys, I am glad to do it,” I reply, feeling a tad foolish for being so cavalier.

      “Colors! Colors!” Elio chirps, his small finger pointing to a fruit stand just ahead. It is festooned with melons, berries and other delicious tropical fruit from all over the isle.

      “Yes, we can go look. But no touching!” Veira lets herself be pulled along towards the stand. As she does so, I see her eyes cast a longing look at the stall just beyond. If I hadn’t been following her eyes, I might have missed it.

      It is largely nondescript. Just a table really. Small boxes and brushes dot the surface and one side is piled high with heavy parchment. Art supplies. Why would she be looking at those?

      We arrive at the fruit stand and Veira pointedly looks away from the art supplies to attend to Abdiel who wants a bushel of ibani berries.

      “They can each pick a fruit of their choice,” I offer, paying the shopkeeper.

      “Thank!” The boys cry, juice already running down their chins.

      “You’re welcome. Nothing for you?” I ask Veira, who shakes her head. We amble through the market, the boys momentarily slowed by their treats.

      “I would have thought being one of the oldest of ten siblings would have made you louder. You are a quiet person, aren’t you?” I ask, tentatively.

      She laughs. “You’d think that. But, with so many of us, being louder wasn’t always helpful. Sometimes that just added to the noise.”

      “I see. Are you close with your family?”

      “Enough. It’s been some time since I was back on Earth.” She does not say more and I don’t pry.

      “You have some!” Elio pushes some of his desiccated melon at Abdiel, who eagerly accepts, handing some well-handled ibani berries back in exchange.

      “They are good to each other,” I observe. “That is important. My sister and I—“

      I stop, not quite believing that I brought up Aralla now, of all times and places.

      “I am sorry to hear of your loss. That must be quite devastating. Were you .... Were you two close?” She asks haltingly but with tenderness, so it does not rankle me.

      Swallowing hard, I reply, “We were. As children, we were like two peas in a pod. When she chose to be a priestess, I thought that might be the last I would see of her but then…”

      “Yes?” Veira asks, but keeps her eyes on the boys. Somehow, this small gesture makes her question easier to answer.

      “When she…was removed from the Order of the Divine Ones, I was glad in a way. It meant I could actually visit her.”

      Suddenly, my mind is filled with an image of Aralla, laughing and carefree. It tears at my heart and I feel tears sting at the corners of my eyes. I blink them hastily away, but the moment has darkened my mood.

      Clearing my throat, I remove a small pouch from my belt.

      “Here. Take this. Buy what remaining supplies you need. I must attend to my business now. I should be gone no more than an hour or two. Meet me at the central fountain,” I say, brusquely, overtaken with the urge to be away from this place. The noise and proximity of people are wearing on me.

      “Oh course…thank you,” I hear her say, but I’ve already started threading my way through the crowd.

      I have dithered long enough. I must visit the scene of my sister’s murder.
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      Even in the bustling crowd, Telkar is easy to track. And, despite my hands being pulled in two directions by the boys, I follow the back of his head as he weaves through the crowd much longer than I should.

      I can’t figure him out. One minute he’s gruff and brutish and a little show-boaty. I am not the best at lying, but his display at the furniture shop belies what I believe to be underneath - someone much kinder. He clearly showed me that when he asked about my life back home, or offered, sweetly, to buy me fruit.

      Soon, I hope I will get used to his pendulum swings. But for now, there’s no denying, I find him attractive. Being next to him out in public drew the attention of more than one passer-by. I couldn’t help but feel proud to be at his side. His physique is remarkable and more than once today, I’ve had to force myself to stop staring at him, practically open-mouthed.

      Still, I’m glad to have a break from him right now. His turns of mood are abrupt and hard to navigate and I need all my energy to keep my eyes on the boys.

      “Toy?” Abdiel asks, his large eyes looking into mine. Berry juice is dotted all over his chin.

      “Yes. But first, let’s clean you both up,” I laugh, pulling out a handkerchief and wiping them down as best as I can. Though they squirm and protest, soon, they are a little less messy and a lot less sticky.

      “Toy! Toy!” Elio begins to chant, quickly joined by Elio.

      “All right. In we go,” I say, practically being pulled by them into a ramshackle toy store in the corner of the market.

      Although worn down, the shelves are well organized and plentiful. Building toys, soldiers, books and games of every description are neatly displayed. The boys ‘ooh’ and ‘ahh’ as they make their way down the narrow aisles.

      “Careful not to touch. We’ll pick out a few things, but let’s look around first,” I say. The boys are so overwhelmed by all the choices, they miraculously keep their hands to themselves.

      It’s then that I see there’s an area just for arts and crafts. Perfect.

      “Oh, look!” I say, pointing.

      “More colors!” Elio exclaims, his eyes drawn to the colorful paints and thick brushes.

      “Yes, more colors,” I say. A simple, earthenware pot set calls to me. Finger paints.

      What better place to start? I ask myself, picking up the set and tucking it under my arm.

      All right - you each can pick out one book and one toy. Let’s see.” The three of us spend a magical fifteen minutes admiring all there is to see.

      Some of the toys confound me - such as a plush vli stuffed animal. Who would want to hug a stuffed eel with acid fangs? Or, a miniature Divine Ones dress-up set. Thinking that might upset the boys if they knew anything about their mother, I hurry them past it.

      In the book section, the boys sit on a woven mat on the floor to carefully choose a book each. Thanks to my sub-dermal translator, I am able to read the Kiphian books, but it doesn’t mean I understand their subject matter all that well.

      Kiphians take a pretty brutal view when it comes to children’s books. Books about savage  animal hunting expeditions, sacrifices to the sea gods of old, and even a how-to book on at-home tattoo techniques seem totally normal here. But I can’t say I’d have enjoyed reading them as a child.

      “All right, boys. We should be on our way. Make your choices, now,” I push gently.

      Elio chooses a building set that uses building techniques from other Kingdoms, including the Treetop Kingdom and beyond. He vigorously shakes the box over and over, marveling at all the pieces inside.

      For a book, he chooses a collection of fairy tales that look far too gruesome to me. Perhaps I can rope his uncle into reading them.

      Bet he’d look pretty good doing that too…

      Setting my jaw, I banish that thought.

      “What about you, Abdiel? Have you made a choice?”

      Abdiel, I can already tell, is not one to make decisions in a hurry. His eyes flit back and forth between a fishing rod play-set and a stuffed Lori.

      “Tell you what, how about you both pick out a stuffy, and then you can have the toy as well,” I say. Somehow, after all they’ve been through, I can’t bear to say no to them.

      Abdiel’s eyes light up, and he happily hugs both toys to his chest. For a book, he selects a simple counting book. This one I will be glad to read out loud.

      A fantastical sea creature of  a species I can’t identify rounds out the choices for Elio. Setting down the finger-paints, books and toys upon the counter, I feel a distinct rush when I hand over the money to the shopkeeper.

      You’re a quick learner - you can spend money just as fast as the rest of them.

      “Can these be delivered to the barracks at the Royal Palace?” I ask the shopkeeper, a kindly older man who simply nods.

      Abdiel stoutly hugs his Lori to his chest.

      “All except that one, I guess,” I say, laughing. Abdiel lets out a sigh of relief.

      “All right, let’s go. What do you say, boys?” I ask, grasping their hands in mine.

      “Thank! Thank!” They sing in unison, bringing a smile to the old man’s face.

      “Goodbye.”

      Upon leaving the shop, I become momentarily disoriented. I’ve only been to the market a handful of times and it’s dizzying even for a well seasoned visitor. The boys look up at me, waiting for me to make a decision.

      “Ahhh, I think it’s…..this way!” I say, hoping that the fountain where we will meet Telkar is just around the corner.

      I soon discover it’s not and I try to backtrack. But I get turned around once more.

      “Any minute now. Just need to…oh, maybe this is the way,” I say, seeing a small side street open up just to my right.

      It’s largely empty compared to the streets around it, hemmed in on all sides by tall apartment buildings with small windows. If my bearings are correct, the fountain will be on the other side of this street, just around a bend.

      Elio begins to hum as we make our way down the street. Soon, Abdiel joins him and I find myself humming too, swinging the boys arms up and down in time with the impromptu music.

      “Having a good time, are we?” A wet, gravelly voice shatters our little song. Turning around, I see a tall Kiphian man standing there. His skin is gun-metal gray, with sickly pale tattoos lurking up his arms.

      I feel each boy's hand grip me a little tighter.

      Yes, they sense this is bad too.

      “Uh…maybe?” Is all I can think of to say.

      Before I can blink, the man shoves me against the nearest wall. The boys clumsily lurch along with me, Abdiel clinging to his stuffed animal.

      “What do you want?” I manage to blurt out.

      “Not much. But you should be careful with that bag of money you’ve been flashing around. Some people might get….ideas.”

      I swallow back tears. Hard.
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      “Today, Elio smiled for the first time. He looks just like you…”

      And another:

      “Thank you for the gift bundle. The clothes are exquisite and fit the boys perfectly. I only wish you could see them…”

      And yet another:

      “Please be careful. I know how much you enjoy your trips, but the thought of losing you…”

      Just when I think I can’t be shocked any further, I am. Sitting on the circular carpet of Aralla’s apartment, I read through her letters. Letters between herself and her lover. Their words are alive and warm, and a stab of grief hits me as I realize that the hands that wrote them are no longer here.

      When I first arrived in her apartment, I swore I could feel her presence, like she was just in another room. Within minutes, however, it was clear that the absence of her was palpable. Sighing, I began a methodical search of her quarters, fastidiously avoiding the room in which she died.

      As strong as I am and as much as I have seen in my days as a soldier, I was not ready to see that yet.

      A small box hidden high on a shelf in the living room had caught my eye and now, here I sit, poring over the private words of my sister and her lover…and the clear father of her two sons.

      “Huh,” drops out of my mouth as I put the pieces together. Duke Synerak, of the wealthy estate of the Port of Grieze. While I had never had any personal interaction with him, he was, by all accounts, a good man, who treated his personal guard well. That alone showed me that he was a man of good fiber.

      Sadly, though, it also meant the boys were truly orphans. The Duke had died in a hunting accident about a year and a half ago. At the time, the fall-out had been two-fold: that a Duke would die in such a manner, and that such a wealthy man would die without heirs.

      I now know that not to be true. But, of course, two bastard sons of a disgraced priestess were hardly going to impress the elite of Kiphian society. A lead weight settles into my stomach.

      I shake my head, trying to lay out the known facts. If I am to discover why and who murdered Aralla, I have to keep my focus.

      So, Aralla lived in these quarters and the boys were cared for by the Duke, her once mysterious benefactor. She lived that way for two years. Why was she murdered? And why now?

      I return to the letters. Tied lovingly with twine, they are reminiscent of an earlier era, old-fashioned and sweet. I wonder why they chose to communicate this way. As I read, it becomes more and more apparent.

      The letters are stacked in the box chronologically, the earliest ones at the bottom. I select the last one at the top of the stack.

      “The pain of not being able to marry you tears at my heart. The rules of the Divine Ones are archaic and wrong, even more so since they have already made their feelings known with your banishment. And I will not subject you to more public disgrace. But the boys must be cared for and in a way that befits their parentage. In the coming days, I will declare them legally mine, damn the consequences…”

      Another prick of sadness pierces my heart. That the boys will never know their father adds another layer of grief. He was a good man.

      I look at the date of the letter. It was sent just days before his fateful hunting trip. He was never able to fulfill his promise. Could someone have known about his plans? Did someone wish to prevent the boys from being declared his heirs?

      A postscript catches my eye.

      “I know it is cumbersome, my love. But these letters protect us from prying eyes. Comm-pad messages are surely being tapped. And I cannot hold such messages in my hand. These tangible words from you give me hope that someday soon, we will be reunited…”

      Another mystery solved. They knew they were being watched, tracked, possibly harassed. What anguish Aralla must have carried? I wish I had known, if only to share that burden with her. Or perhaps help her.

      Someone did not want the boys to be the heirs. It is clear as day. But who? And why murder my sister? I read the letters over and over, willing my brain to make a connection.

      Click.

      My concentration snaps as I hear the sound of metal being slid back. Looking to the large window to my left, I see the window latch move, followed by the window itself.

      Someone is trying to get in. Within seconds, I’m on my feet, every cell in my body ready for what’s next. All my training and experience will serve me now. Strangely, my pulse slows and my eyesight becomes acute. Like a predator, I am ready.

      A pair of gloved hands appears over the sill. My sister’s apartment is not far off the ground, overlooking a small, quiet street. With a soft grunt, the hands clench downwards, vaulting a face into view.

      The face belongs to a Kiphian, dark blue, with lurid green tattoos snaking up the neck. Maddeningly, the face is masked so I can only see the eyes - a dull, menacing gray.

      The intruder pulls most of his upper body into the room before those eyes catch mine. With a startled gulp, he immediately begins to backtrack, pushing his body back out of the window.

      “Hey!” I yell, preparing to give chase. Hastily stuffing as many letters as I can into my jacket pockets, I run to the window to see which direction he’s headed. Rather than trying to shove myself through the window, I dash out the front door of the apartment, slamming it closed.

      Sprinting out of the building, I turn the corner and see just a flash of the intruder heading at a full run down the main street. Kiphians and humans protest and yell as he angrily darts between them, trying to lose me in the crowd.

      I stop running and scan the street, his rapidly disappearing form edging away from me. He has a distinct lead on me and he knows it. But I have to try anyway.

      I’m about to jump into high gear when I catch a flash in my periphery. A shock of blonde. It’s coming from a small alleyway just off the main street.

      Could that be…?

      I’m immediately torn by what to do next. The intruder could have been a common thief, taking advantage of an empty apartment. That is all. Or, he could have valuable information about my sister’s murder.

      But that flash of blonde nags at me. Something deep in the back of my head tells me I can’t let it go.

      Swearing in frustration, I decide to let the intruder be. If he is involved with Aralla’s murder, I will catch him soon enough. He has only gotten a temporary reprieve.

      Approaching the alley to investigate, I only hope I’ve made the right decision.
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      “No mean to Vee! Stop! Bad!” Elio and Abdiel hurl their insults and their little fists at the mugger as he continues to pin me to the wall with his forearm. I’m flattered by the gesture and astounded at their loyalty, but it has no effect on him at all.

      “Give it up…now!” He orders, his breath hot and musty on the side of my face. I keep my head turned away from him. The jagged stone wall behind me digs into the small of my back.

      Frantically, I free one hand from Elio, and begin to scramble to find the pouch of money I’d secreted into a fold of my skirt. With all the panic coursing through me, I can’t seem to find it, which only makes the situation worse. I continue to scrabble madly, unable to see what I’m doing because I can’t lower my head. His arm presses harder and deeper the more I struggle.

      Suddenly, his voice drops into a leering whisper and he breathes into my neck, “Oh, I see. You like doing that to yourself, huh? You like fumbling….down there?” Vilely, he lets his tongue draw slowly across his upper teeth.

      If my neck wasn’t pinned, I think I may gag at his repulsive words. Instead, I make a strangled sound in my throat and clench my eyes shut. Just then, my hand closes around the pouch. I tug at it, hoping to press it into his hands. Perhaps this will be over soon…

      “Get. Off. Her.” The words cut through the fabric of the air and instantly, the mugger’s arm releases from my neck. I take in gasps of air, the blood pumping madly through my veins.

      The mugger turns, startled, and I see the source of the voice. Telkar. There is no doubt he is tall, but, at this moment, he seems even bigger somehow. His legs are wide apart in a fighting stance, and each muscle in his body is taut and ready. His eyes, like laser beams, bore into the face of the mugger as if no one else on the planet exists.

      Mustering up some of his lost bravado, the mugger speaks, “Or what? You think that fancy badge makes you safe?” Reaching to his side, I see a knife catch the weak canary yellow light of the sun, its edges serrated and fierce.

      “Get him, Uncie Tekkie!” The boys chant, their Kiphian fighting sense already piqued.

      “Gladly,” he replies, his voice no louder than a whisper.

      Lunging forward, the mugger tries to slash at Teklar’s torso. Deftly, he slides out of the way, his arms raising in the air. As the mugger’s forward momentum is interrupted, Teklar brings an arm crashing down on the back of his neck, crumpling him to the ground.

      Sweeping a leg, the mugger tries to take Telkar’s legs out from under him. It doesn’t work. Telkar jumps up, avoiding them easily.

      Beside me, the boys are jumping up and down, squeals of delight issuing from their throats. “Jump! Uncie Tekkie jumped!”

      With a bellowing cry, Telkar kicks at the mugger’s hand. The knife flies out of his grip, skittering into a far corner of the alley. Then, with a ferocity that is alarming and also strangely compelling, I watch as Teklar quickly and thoroughly issues a beating that leaves the mugger a heaving, bleeding mess.

      He’s still alive and, when forced, can stand. But he won’t be mugging anyone else anytime soon.

      This should worry you. That rage is not normal.

      I acknowledge this thought to be true, but I have a deep-rooted sense that such rage would never be inflicted on me or the boys. It comes from a deep and powerful place and is only reserved for those who threaten the ones he cares about most.

      The boys, you mean. Surely, you don’t include yourself…

      Telkar taps a quick message into his comm-pad, summoning backup. Slowly and surely, his breathing starts to slow as the adrenaline leaves him. Gripping the back of the mugger’s shirt, he hoists him to his feet.

      “Walk,” he barks. The mugger, bleeding and bruised, obeys. Shooting me a look, he says “Follow me but keep your distance and don’t lose a grip on those boys.”

      I merely nod, following a few feet behind him as he gruffly pushes the mugger out of the alley. Within moments, two officers of the city guard appear, cuffing and escorting him away. I watch longer than I need to, ensuring he is truly gone for good.

      “Is everyone all right?” Telkar’s voice sounds like it comes from a distance, like he’s speaking to strangers.

      “Pow! Bam!” The boys seem to be just fine, already reenacting the fight for each other, their little legs and arms swinging wildly.

      “We’re fine,” I say, “And you?”

      Telkar absently rubs the knuckles of his right hand. “Fine. He got what he deserved.”

      “He did. Thank you.”

      “Mmm,” is all he says.

      Moments pass and an awkward silence sits like a phantom between us. I am grateful when a hover-carriage that Telkar had summoned appears, ready to take us back to the palace. The boys will no doubt have an energy crash soon.

      I usher the boys into the carriage, where they continue to toss and tumble. As I begin to step aboard, I notice Telkar doesn’t move.

      “Aren’t you joining us?” I ask.

      “No. I will be along later,” he replies, his face guarded.

      “All right,” I turn away.

      “Why were you there? I told you to meet me at the fountain.” His question needles me. It’s like he is angry we were attacked. How could I have predicted that would happen?

      “I got lost. I have never really been in the market before by myself. Forgive me. It won’t happen again,” I say, though my teeth clench at doing so.

      “See that it doesn’t,” he replies, tersely.

      Sighing, I turn away again. I clearly do not understand this man. Just as the door is about to close however, I change tactics. I can’t let this horrible incident end like this.

      “You should have seen the boys. They tried to fight him off. It was very sweet,” I say, offering the closest thing to an olive branch as I have right now.

      “As they should. They come from a line of good and upright soldiers,” he says, effectively closing the door on further conversation.

      I let the door close, but the window of the carriage remains open. As we begin to pull away, Elio calls out to his uncle, “We made the bad man scared, Uncle Tekkie! He was a bad man!”

      Telkar steps away from the hovering vehicle. Although he tries to hide it, I swear I see a distinct look of pride ripple across his features. Perhaps someone did get through to him after all.
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      I pace in my office, thinking feverishly about the day’s events. I’m grateful that Veira and the boys are in bed, at the same time as I’m not. Without Elio and Abdiel’s chaos, I’m left utterly alone with my thoughts.

      It doesn’t help that after Queen Liara’s pointed remark about my bachelor lifestyle, I’m all too aware of how the mostly empty walls echo my footsteps back at me. It’s the same way my head echoes my thoughts back at me, making the inside of my mind nothing but fruitless repetition.

      I can’t stop thinking about the intruder who came into Aralla’s apartment. While given the danger that Veira and the twins were in, I know I made the right decision. Yet I can’t let go of my frustration.

      I shouldn’t have had to choose between saving my nephews and their too-compelling nanny, and following my only lead on my sister’s murder.

      Or… is that trespasser my only lead?

      I straighten, as an idea occurs to me. Maybe the royal records will have more details about Duke Synerak. Something tells me he’s the key to all this. If he and Aralla were worried they were being watched, and then the Duke died in a freak accident… It was too much of a coincidence.

      Sounds like Aralla’s killer might have more than just my sister’s blood on their hands.

      I know that I could get into the royal records tomorrow morning, no questions asked, but I decide I want to go now. While my status of Captain of the Royal Guard would allow me to access those records legally, it also means accessing them visibly. I don’t want to be seen digging around, just in case someone is watching me.

      It’s child’s play to sneak into the records. I know the palace like the back of my hand. I memorized the layout and made all my lieutenants do the same. One never knows how important it might be to decide between two corridors, one leading to safety and the other, to an attack.

      I dodge from shadowy corner to shadowy corner, although it seems to be unnecessary. I don’t see a soul out in the corridors, which I suppose makes sense. It is the middle of the night, after all.

      My King-issued skeleton key opens the door to the records with no trouble, and I gently close the door behind me with a soft click. Scanning the room, I sight the shelf I’m looking for.

      Family histories and inheritance records.

      I can’t find the correct volume for the Duchy of Port Grieze. I can see where it should go, but there’s no space for it. My suspicions increase. This is another thing that I would be hard pressed to call a coincidence.

      Yet I’m not Captain of the Guard for nothing. I’ve had to outthink criminals many times in my life. The trick is thinking like a criminal, although I don’t enjoy it. I like rules, and my skin prickles every time I have to put myself in the mindset of an unsavory type.

      Trying to figure out where someone might hide a book isn’t that bad, though. I have the sense that the book isn’t flat out missing — that would set off too many alarm bells if its absence was discovered. I’m willing to bet it’s in the record room, conveniently misplaced in a spot no one would naturally come across it.

      I wander through the shelves, orienting myself to what they contain. I see agricultural tracts (many tomes on kelp farming), and two shelves of military records. There’s a long wall filled with the personal libraries of the monarchs over the ages, and a few religious texts that the Order of the Divine ones hadn’t taken to their temple.

      It would be impossible to scan every title in this record room, but I have an idea. Ion technology. We all take it for granted at this point, since ion devices are a part of daily life. But someone must have invented hover platforms powered by the ion stones in their bases. Someone must have designed our naval ships, balanced as they are between sailing vessels and waterships powered by ion energy.

      There. I find in the corner of the library the section I’m imagining. On a less than full shelf, I see an unusually large book laying face down. The impression that someone absently-minded laid it there and forgot is strong.

      Either I’m being paranoid, or I’m after someone very crafty.

      I take the massive volume to a reading table and flip it open. I scan Duke Synerak’s lineage, finding nothing unusual. That is, until I reach the convoluted order of inheritance in the event of the family line ending without heir.

      Lord Malcin.

      Lord Malcin, that oily advisor of the King’s that I’ve never liked, inherited the wealthy lands of Port Grieze upon the Duke’s death. Through some obscure family relationship back many generations, the Duchy went to him.

      My mind whirls. Did Lord Malcin kill Aralla so it would never be revealed that the Duke did have true heirs? That motive is clear as day, but I have no proof. I could perhaps prove that Elio and Abdiel were the Duke’s heirs, but even if I did, Malcin might insist on being their regent.

      Why was I so certain that Malcin’s regency over their riches would not end well for my nephews?

      Closing the book and returning it to its hidden location, so as to hide my tracks, I return to my quarters. If anything, I’m now brooding even more than I was on my way to the records. I have no idea how I’m going to be able to sleep tonight.

      Walking to my room, I catch a shadow on the balcony out of the corner of my eye. I’m already on high alert, and some unknown figure outside does not bode well. I tense, flinging open the doors. I almost want a fight, to get all this torment out of my system.

      Instead of some dastardly intruder, I see Veira. She starts at my abrupt entrance, and shrinks a little. I hate seeing any evidence that I frighten her, so I try to relax my shoulders and get the scowl off my face.

      “I’m sorry for being on the balcony! I didn’t realize you were awake,” she stammers. “I just, um, one of the twins had a nightmare and I was having trouble getting back to sleep. I’ll go.”

      Veira begins to slip past me towards the balcony doors, but I put out my arm. She stops short of it, looking at me in surprise.

      I’m surprised myself. I’m not sure why my instincts begged me to stop her from leaving. Perhaps it’s because this is the first moment we’ve had alone, no Queens or little boys between us.

      But… Why does it matter so much that we have a moment alone?
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      “Please, don’t leave on my account,” Telkar says, that deep voice unusually soft and low. “I’m sorry I startled you. Stay. If you like, that is.”

      I stare at him, uncertain about this offer. Perhaps he’s merely being polite. Yet something tells me he genuinely doesn’t mind me being on his balcony. I hesitate, worrying that assumption is wrong and not wanting to discomfort the man in his own quarters.

      “I can’t sleep, myself,” admits Telkar, sounding more awkward than I’ve ever heard him. “Your company is not unwelcome.”

      “Oh,” I say, foolishly, continuing to stand too close to him. My body is turned as if to leave, but slowly I turn back out to face the landscape beyond the balcony — and the stars.

      Does ‘not unwelcome’ mean wanted? Does Telkar actually want me here?

      Silence descends. It isn’t uncomfortable, but I can sense the uncertainty radiating from Telkar. I know I’m probably giving off similar vibes.

      To soothe myself, I try to focus on the constellations above me. They’re so different from the ones we have back on Earth. The colors, though, are the same. Sparkling silvery specks and a luminous pale orb, floating in a sea of ebony mixed with ultramarine blue and a hint of deep violet.

      Would I use snow white, or pearl white for the moon? Perhaps pearl white, with dabs of buttermilk blended in spots.

      I let out a slow breath, already feeling calmer. Shooting a sidelong glance at my too-handsome employer, and I see that his brows are creased together. He seems unsettled, as he too stares out at the heavens.

      Mustering all my courage, I make myself speak.

      “You look troubled, Captain,” I say, startling myself with my own bravery as I move a step closer. “Would you… like to talk about it?”

      “You may call me Telkar,” he replies, almost reflexively. Then, he hesitates, those silver eyes examining me. I try not to blush, or fidget.

      Telkar’s eyes would be space grey, lightly mixed with pearl white. If either of those colors glowed a little, that is.

      “I’ve learned something difficult recently.” He speaks slowly, lowering his voice so that his words barely even carry to my ears. “I— I’ve learned that my sister was the victim of foul play.”

      My hand flies up to my mouth.

      “You mean…” I trail off, unable to comprehend it. In a hushed voice I continue. “Someone murdered her?”

      “Yes,” says Telkar, and there is such bleak sorrow in his tone that I feel it in my own chest. “Just this night I have developed a strong suspicion as to who is responsible for Aralla’s death, but I don’t have proof.” He sighs. “I don’t know how to get proof.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper. Every inch of my body is screaming for me to go to Telkar and comfort him, but I can’t. He’s my boss. He hired me to comfort and tend to his nephews, not himself.

      “All I have to go on is an assumption.” Telkar grits his teeth. “The boys’ father was unknown to all but Aralla. I’ve learned he was noble-born and had a substantial estate. His death was an unusual accident… and now I’ve discovered who inherited his lands, in the absence of true heirs.”

      “You think whoever killed your sister killed Elio and Abdiel’s father too?” I can feel my eyes getting huge and round in my own face. This is all so much to take in. The human quarter is full of cutthroat violence, but I never thought I’d find it in the rarefied world of Kiphian nobility.

      “I do.” Setting his elbows on the balcony, Telkar nods his head. “But it is a leap, without concrete evidence. And I have no leads. I’ve already searched her apartment. I discovered the truth of the twins’ parentage in Aralla’s former home, but there’s no more there.”

      We stand there, side by side for a moment. I still want to put my hand on his muscular arm, but I resist the urge. It doesn’t even feel right that I’m noticing the way his corded shoulders and biceps bunch as he leans his chin on both hands. I try to ignore it, and think about the situation at hand.

      “When you searched your sister’s house, did you talk to her neighbors?” I ask, my voice small and timid. I want to help, but I don’t want Telkar to feel like I’m being nosy. Perhaps all he wants to do is vent, which would be fine.

      I open my mouth to take it back, say something like ‘never mind’, but Telkar is looking at me with surprise.

      “I hadn’t thought to do that,” he says, his face unguarded for a moment. There is warmth in his eyes. “I should talk to them. A neighbor called the city guard in the first place, in fact.”

      “Then perhaps you’ll find a new lead there.” I offer him a small smile of encouragement. His lips twitch, as though he wants to smile back, but he doesn’t.

      Again, it’s quiet all around us. I can hear the waves crashing, very far off. The wind must be blowing them up to the palace, high on the First Isle’s greatest hill. Perhaps it is the calming sound, or perhaps it is the fact that we just had a conversation, but the silence no longer seems so awkward.

      A new sound presents itself to my ears — a kind of gurgling rumble. My eyes shoot up to Telkar’s face, to find an embarrassed expression on his angular features. I’d never be able to tell if he was blushing, not with his skin such a deep glorious crimson. But I can tell he’s slightly abashed.

      “Did you not eat dinner?” I blurt out the words, unable to hold back the obvious question.

      “No,” admits Telkar. “I was too preoccupied with all that I’ve learned today.”

      “Well we need to get you something to eat,” I tell him, more firmly than I meant to. Dialing back my intensity, I try again. “Perhaps we might go down to the kitchens, and find you something to eat? One of the cooks is my friend, and I don’t think he’ll mind. If you want.”

      After a pause in which I can feel my ears burning with chagrin at my own presumption, Telkar nods once, sharp and quick.

      “I think I would like that,” he says. “Perhaps you might lead the way?”

      Minutes later, Telkar and I are scampering through the dark hallways like we’re kids ourselves. I don’t know who started dashing around corners first, but now we’re both doing it. The lack of light frees us both to be silly and free.

      “Watch out for the vase in the next corridor,” mutters Telkar. “It’s so ugly I doubt anyone would miss it if we broke it, but it’s so big that the crash would wake the whole castle.”

      I grin, even knowing he can’t see it.

      “Sounds like saving everyone from that vase is a mission for another time,” I whisper, astonished by my own boldness.

      Telkar chuckles, a new sound from him. We continue on to the kitchens, my heart lifting with how oddly fun this is.

      If someone had told me that someday, I’d be going for a midnight snack on an alien planet in an alien palace with an alien hunk beside me? I never would’ve believed them.
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      I eat the kelp cake slowly, savoring each bite. Its lightly sweet flavor is perfect after the richness of roasted vli. Already, I feel less despairing with some food in my belly.

      “You know, kelp cakes are Elio and Abdiel’s favorite, too,” observes the reason I’m eating anything in the first place.

      Veira.

      She smiles prettily at me, the dim light in the kitchen limning her cheekbones in gold. With her blonde hair piled up on her head, one bright tendril escaping to shine along her face, she looks like a messenger from the Divine Ones.

      “They’re not my favorite,” I tell her, even as I lick the crumbs off my fingers. Mimicking Elio’s seriousness, I explain. “They’re my second favorite.”

      A giggle escapes the beautiful woman in front of me. That reaction alone makes me feel like I’ve won a great prize.

      “Do you do impressions of your nephews often?” She raises an elegant eyebrow. “Because that one was quite good.”

      “Aralla was always the one with the knack for imitating people,” I say, but somehow thinking of my sister doesn’t send a knife through my lungs this time. “She could have me and my father in stitches in seconds. But sometimes it got her in trouble, too.”

      “Oh?” Veira leans forehead, and rests her chin on her hands. The motion brings her face closer to me, which inexplicably makes my heart skip a beat.

      “Once, when we were children on the Second Isle, I wanted to see a Varn up close. But I never could get near the palace stables. There was always some stableboy or groom there. I complained about it to Aralla… and she learned how to imitate Prince Balak, who was the ruler of the Second Isle back then.”

      I don’t know why I’m telling Veira this story. After Aralla became a Priestess of the Divine Ones, she made me swear never to tell stories about our youthful exploits again. But she’s not a priestess anymore, and she’s not around to scold me.

      Besides, I have this silly idea that my sister would like Veira. After our impromptu rush through the halls of the palace for a middle-of-the-night meal, I feel freer than I have in a long while. I know Aralla would approve of that. She was always telling me that the Royal Guard didn’t have to be my whole life.

      “What happened?” asks Veira, pulling me back into my tale.

      “We waited, hidden around the corner of the stable. When there was only one groom on duty, Aralla called out to him with her Prince Balak impression. She said something like, ‘You, there, hurry, I have an injured Varn with me.’ Then she tore off through the bushes, and the groom actually followed her.”

      “So you got to sneak into the stables?” Veira’s eyes twinkle with merriment.

      “I did,” I tell her. “But I’d barely gotten a single look at a Varn, when Prince Balak himself and an advisor stepped through the door. I clapped my hands together in the warning signal Aralla and I used, and then froze. Unfortunately, she decided the best course of action would be….”

      “To imitate the Prince again,” breathes Veira.

      “Precisely. You can bet Prince Balak’s head snapped right up when he heard his own voice outside. He and the advisor rushed outside and caught Aralla, who confessed immediately.” I shake my head fondly. “She broke rules but never lied.”

      “I hope her punishment wasn’t too severe.” Veira purses her lips. “Kids try their limits, it’s natural.”

      “I think if it had only been Prince Balak, we would’ve been fine.” I let out a laugh. “He seemed rather amused by the whole thing. But his advisor found our father later and complained plenty about our behavior.” Sighing, I recall the affronted noble’s pinched face. “That advisor was not a kind man.”

      Like another advisor you’re dealing with right now, a voice in my head reminded me.

      I don’t want to think about Malcin right now.

      “How about you?” I ask, shoving thoughts of the slimy Lord’s smirk from my mind. “What trouble did you get into as a young one?”

      “Oh, I almost never got into trouble.” Veira reaches forward and grabs a kelp cake, nibbling on it daintily. “Except for painting. There were a few evenings I parked my siblings in front of the TV and ran out to paint, and lost track of time.”

      “TV?” I wrinkle my forehead, wondering if my sub-dermal translator had missed something.

      “Oh. TV means television,” explains Veira, like that second word means anything to me. At my blank stare, she laughs a little. “I’m sorry, I forget Kiphia doesn’t have television. You have hover carriages and hover platforms and ion blasters, but not TV!”

      “Well what is this tee-vee?” I ask, curious.

      “It’s a kind of entertainment system, like a comm-pad. It would be like…” Veira thinks. “If holo-vids were flat, and a lot longer, and told a story with multiple characters.”

      I remain confused. Holo-vids are usually used as a form of communication, or to record important events in a Kiphian’s life. Entertainment?

      “Oh! You have plays in Kiphia, right? You know, where people perform a story in front of you?”

      “We have the pageant of the Divine Ones,” I say. “The Priestesses and a few consecrated males act out the coming of our ancestors, and the growth of Kiphia.”

      “Um… sure. So TV is like if that pageant were not religious, but just for fun. And you could watch a new version of it every week on your comm-pad!” Veira looks triumphant.

      I hate to burst her bubble, but I have more questions. At least, I do until I catch her yawning. She tries to hide it under her slim hand, but to no avail.

      “You are tired,” I say, standing up. “As am I. Perhaps we should—”

      I pause. Saying “go to bed” might suggest I’m asking Veira to join me in mine. Not that I would — I — that’s not what I mean.

      “Get some rest,” I finish. “May I escort you back to your room?”

      I offer Veira my arm, which gets another gentle giggle from her.

      “That’s probably a good idea,” she admits, sliding her pale hand on top of the deep blue jacket covering my forearm. “But… this was really nice.”

      “It was,” I agree, as we leave the kitchens. “Thank you for encouraging me to feed myself.”

      We wind through the halls in a companionable silence. Veira’s nearness thrills me, but I do my best to ignore the feeling. It is lucky that I enjoy my nephews’ nanny’s company. Beyond that, I must not imagine.

      Soon enough, we’re back in my quarters. As Veira turns to me, her lips shaping the words ‘good night,’ her fingers brush my bare wrist past my cuff.

      Heat.

      Fire licks up and down my spine, as it crackles with life. My jaw drops, as I stare at Veira. She stares back at me, puzzled.

      This blazing heat in my spine, sparked by the first touch of Veira’s skin against mine, can only mean one thing. A mating bond.

      A mating bond? With a human?

      I shake my head, unable to meet Veira’s confused gaze. I cannot process what my spine is telling me. This human female is my mate, on top of everything else I’m struggling with?

      No. I cannot deal with such a thing, not right now.

      “Good night,” I say abruptly. Turning on my heel, I stride to my bedchamber, getting away from Veira as fast as I can.
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      “That’s it! Oh! Nice! I love those colors, Abdiel!”

      I swoon and praise the boys as they swirl and splat their paint-covered fingers on the parchment. Both boys wear old smocks I found in the kitchens and they look adorable with their faces and hands a paint-spattered mess.

      Elio bites his lip in concentration as he makes careful circles and shapes. Abdiel seems content to flick, throw and goop the paint into haphazard shapes. I am pleased to have burned through at least a whole hour with the new paint set. Although fun, the days are long when your only company are two rambunctious toddlers.

      Telkar has been gone all day, which makes things feel extra long. But - I remind myself - I am not here to be his company. I have been hired to look after these boys. And, after what happened near the market, I want to prove even more that I deserve this job.

      A jarring knock on the front door breaks me from my thoughts. “Stay here and don’t touch anything but your paper, all right?” I tell the boys, heading down the hall to the door.

      Opening it, I’m greeted with an exasperated and clearly annoyed Zorosta. Balanced on her arms is a huge tray bearing dinner for myself and the boys. She doesn’t even try to hide her contempt.

      “Dinner. Here,” she mumbles, thrusting the tray forward. Clumsily, I take it from her, placing it on the nearest table.

      “Thank you,” I say, as sweetly as I can, hoping she’ll turn around and leave as quickly as possible. Instead, she invites herself right on in, her eyes inspecting every inch of Captain Teklar’s quarters.

      “Huh. So, this is where you ended up. Not as fancy as I thought but still….you did all right for yourself, didn’t you?” She cocks her hip, a stray red curl slipping from her cap. Her lip is tugged up in a sneer.

      “I’m just doing what they tell me,” I say, walking closer to the door hoping she’ll get the hint. She doesn’t. Instead, she walks further down the hall. I really do have to get back to the boys. They are covered in paint. God knows what mess they could make if I don’t clean them up soon.

      “I bet you are. So…what did you do then, huh? Maybe I can learn your secret?” Zorosta closes the distance between us, which makes me back up away from the door.

      “What….secret?”

      “Oh don’t be coy. What did you do to snag this job? And, more importantly, what are you doing to keep it?”

      “I…don’t know what you mean.”

      Zorosta snorts - an ugly, derisive laughter. “Yeah, all right. Last I checked your skills were limited to scrubbing, folding and dusting. ‘Nanny’ was nowhere on the list. So, you did something to snag el Capitan’s attention. It clearly worked. And now…you gotta keep it up.”

      “I’m sorry. I have to get back to the boys. If they—-“

      “Oh, you’re good. You got the innocent maid girl act down. But I’m sure all it took was you shaking your pretty little ass and flashing your baby blues in his direction. And the rest was up to him,” her voice is oily and unnerving.

      “Zorosta, I—“

      “You be careful, Saint V. Guy like that - it’s clear he was lonely and then - bam!- two little orphans just fall into his lap. What better excuse than to handpick a little honey to have on the side? He’s just waiting for the perfect moment to take advantage of you.”

      Slashes of red, mixed with banners of white…

      Anger in those two colors rages up from my knees into my ears. I can’t believe what she’s implying. My breath comes fast and furious out of my nostrils as I prepare my response. But I want to speak carefully. Zorosta will likely pick apart anything I say, so it has to be precise.

      How could she imply that Captain Telkar is the type of man to do such a thing? He’s a gentleman. She was just a lazy, vindictive, jealous—-

      “Excuse me. Am I interrupting anything?”

      Captain Teklar stands in the doorway, his tall frame obliterating the light. I swallow my surprise at seeing him, trying to appear normal.

      “Nothing. Dinner was just delivered. Thank you,” I say pointedly at Zorosta, who has lost all of her postering and is looking at the floor, her face as red as her hair.

      For once, she and I are thinking the same thing.

      Did he hear our conversation?

      “Welcome,” she mumbles, curtseying to the Captain and fleeing as fast as she can. I close the door behind her.

      Turning to Teklar, I try to read his face for any tell-tale signs that he heard. But his expression is as still as granite and I can’t read a thing.

      “Where are the boys?” He asks, as he might speak to a servant. Which is what I am, I suppose.

      “Down the hall. Be careful, though. I need to clean them up first. I don’t want them to ruin your uniform,” I hurry past him, grateful to see the boys haven’t touched anything aside from their own faces and their parchment while I was gone.

      Wiping at them furiously, they light up when their uncle appears. “Uncie Tekkie! Look! Colors!” Soon, both boys surround their uncle, waving their still-slightly-tacky paintings at him.

      Taking each in turn, he carefully examines their work, oohing and aahing at appropriate intervals. Quietly, I clean up the supplies and put them away. When there’s a break in the conversation, I ask, “Are you hungry? There is more than enough for all of us.”

      The light in his eyes dims a bit at my question and I kick myself for my boldness. I have overstepped somehow.

      “Yes. Fine,” he replies.

      “All right,” I reply neutrally, setting the table for four.

      As I work, Teklar returns to the boys.

      “Elio - what a picture. I love the shapes. Did you do this all by yourself?”

      Elio, in response, smiles broadly and nods.

      “And Abdiel - the colors! You have quite the eye,” he praises. Abdiel blushes and looks to the floor, awash in his uncle’s compliment.

      “Vee! Vee!” Elio pulls at Teklar’s elbow.

      “Yes? What about her?”

      I see what Elio is going for before Teklar does. I have to stop it.

      “Not now, Elio. Let’s get ready to eat,” I interject. But Elio won’t have it.

      “Vee! Look! Vee!” Elio points to a painting drying off to the side.

      Teklar stands and walks to it, and I wish I could fold myself into small, tiny pieces. I had forgotten that when the boys were painting, I had created something too. Just simple shapes and swoops, all with my fingers. It felt good to get my hands into the colors - to feel them on my skin.

      Teklar examines it far longer than necessary.

      “You…you did this?” He asks.

      “Yes, it’s nothing. I only had my fingers, after all.”

      “Its quite lovely. I’ve never seen anything like it,” he replies. For the first time since last night, his voice is genuine and real.

      “I…thank you. Uh…let’s eat,” I say.

      I’m not sure what I want more - his praise or his distance. Each comes at a price.
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      “Whyyyyyy?” Elio whines.

      “Because sleep helps make you big and strong,” Veira replies, her voice soft and low.

      “Like Uncie Tekkie?” Abdiel asks, his voice infused with sleep.

      “Yes, as big as he,” she replies.

      Muffled sounds of the boys settling in their cribs are heard. I have bid the boys goodnight and left Veira the space to put them down for the night. When I’m around, they tend to get all riled up, and we both agreed it would be best if I stayed away when bedtime was near.

      It’s odd to realize that, despite the randomness of our predicament, we have already found routine.

      I wish I could just sit down and turn off my brain. Although my body is tired, my mind is tightly wound, like a spring. I need information but I also need discretion. Pacing, I try to lose myself in the sounds down the hall, but, within moments, the anxiety just creeps back.

      Always in my stomach is the burning desire to avenge Aralla. It may have become an obsession - one I am willing to take on if it means someone will pay for what they did - to her, to her boys, and, I’ll admit, to me.

      “Night, night. Sleep tight,” Veira coos, closing the door softly behind her. She stands for a few seconds, her head cocked, listening. Satisfied that they are settled, she moves away, heading to the kitchen.

      I intercept her in the hallway. My body feels awkward, as if I’ve suddenly lost the ability to control my arms and legs.

      “Do you have a moment?” I ask, as casually as I can.

      Her eyes flutter up to meet mine. “Of course,” she replies, a small smile on her face.

      Gesturing toward the living room, I invite her to sit. She does so, tucking her feet beneath her. I watch, fascinated, as she tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

      “What is it you need?” Her question jars me from my staring.

      How long have I been looking at her like that? Get yourself together, man.

      “Uh, ahem, I was wondering if I might ask a favor of you.” The question is stiff and formal and I instantly wish I could try it again.

      To my relief, she nods vigorously. “Name it.”

      Her open face relaxes me a little and I release the breath I didn’t know I had been holding.

      “I was wondering if you could…simply…keep your ear out around the servants. Anything that might seem out of the ordinary, or interesting, will you…report that back to me? Even if it seems unimportant.”

      “I think I could do that,” she replies.

      “You know, just…chase the gossip a little. Would you be willing to do that?” I am unused to asking a servant to do something for me. Before, I simply commanded. My clumsiness is readily apparent, but I am thankful that Veira gracefully pretends not to see it.

      “Yes, I can do that,” she says. Her voice is assuring.

      “To be clear, I do not wish you to do anything that would put you in harm’s way. Do not make yourself a target. Listening and taking note is all you should do,” I say.

      “I understand,” she says, uncurling her legs and curling them under her again. Her skirt spills over the edge of the chair. I try to keep my eyes from watching her languid movements.

      “Thank you.” I start to stand, not wishing to detain her any longer.

      “Did you learn anything new today?” She asks, her head tilting, causing her hair to cascade down one shoulder.

      Sitting back down, I look to the floor, thinking back over my day. Taking Veira’s suggestion, I had returned to Aralla’s apartment, hoping someone would be able to give me some clues. It was largely a fruitless mission. I knocked on several doors and was greeted with suspicious, scared eyes, curt replies, and, in the case of an older Kiphian woman, outright rudeness.

      Her strident voice still rings in my ears: “I don’t know a thing. Never did. Take yourself elsewhere.”

      “Not really,” I reply, a note of defeat in my voice.

      Why were they all so hesitant to speak to me? Was it my official uniform as Captain of the Royal Guard? Should I have worn plain clothes?

      After discovering Aralla’s letters, I had felt so hopeful that the solution to her murder was within reach. Now, it all feels like it has ground to a jarring halt.

      My sister’s killer is still out there. The boys have no parents because someone chose to steal her life. And I’m left without my sister - a vibrant, smart, wonderful woman…

      “Hey…hey there. It’s okay.” Veira’s voice is soft and gentle. I didn’t realize just how much grief and frustration I’d let show. Aralla’s death has eroded some of my once iron-clad ability to hide my emotions. But Veira doesn’t seem to judge me for this temporary weakness.

      “Grief can do that to someone. Don’t try to hide it. It will only come back,” she says, as if reading my mind.

      “I just feel…lost,” I say. As soon as the words leave my mouth, I feel slightly lighter, as if the very words released some weight.

      “That makes sense. You have lost someone. And all sorts of questions remain. You will find their answers. But it will take some time. In the meantime, let yourself mourn.”

      Her words and her voice are soothing. I look up from the floor and to her. She appears almost frozen, a serene look on her face as she studies me.

      In that moment, she is so shockingly beautiful, she almost resembles a statue. Her blue eyes shine in the dim light of the room, and her shy smile practically invites me in.

      Kiss her.

      The words invade my mind with such alarming clarity, I almost gasp. It’s so simple. Just stand, take two steps and take her in your arms.

      Then what are you waiting for?

      She continues to look at me, her face trusting and kind. What would happen if I did? Would she reject me? Run away screaming? Submit to me?

      Try it and see.

      I stand on the precipice of the decision. And then, I recall the words of the red-haired servant: “What better excuse than to handpick a little honey to have on the side? He’s just waiting for the perfect moment to take advantage of you.”

      They thought I hadn’t heard them and I let them believe it. But the words were instantly burned into my memory. Was that how I was viewed? Was that how Veira was seen by others?

      The recollection has a sobering effect and I stamp out the urge to kiss her. I will not do that to her. I will not be that man - a stereotype. A juicy piece of gossip.
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      “Love to see hearty eaters,” Orik says, eyeing the boys as they sit, once again, in the corner of the main kitchens. They are busy devouring fish roe turnovers and drinking kiyani juice.

      When we woke up this morning, I couldn’t bear the thought that Zorosta or another servant from my old life might deliver breakfast to us. Plus, the boys woke up busting with energy. What better way to get them burning it up then a walk to the kitchens?

      Plus, I had another motive: reconnaissance. I promised Telkar I would gather gossip. There was no way I could do that without being around other people. The boys certainly weren’t going to help me in that regard!

      “Certainly makes life easier,” I said, idly sipping a cup of tea.

      “How are you holding up?” Orik asks. He pulls out some heavy ceramic bowls and begins to prepare a dough of some kind while we speak. Amazingly, his eyes never leave mine. His hands and arms seem to be on automatic pilot.

      “All right, actually. We seem to have found a rhythm and a routine. The boys have their moments, but they are holding up remarkably well,” I reply, trying to keep things light.

      “And the Captain?” Orik asks and I can’t tell if his question comes from a place of curiosity or to add to his cache of gossip. I decide I’m going to play things close to the vest for now.

      “He’s glad he has help. Put it that way,” I say, giving my best ‘just between us’ smile.

      “I’m sure he’s very grateful to you. That was quite a change for him. Imagine if you were not there to help. It could have been a lot worse.” By now, Orik has created an aromatic ball of dough that he begins to pound and stretch on a wooden board. His movements are almost hypnotic.

      “A lot worse? How so?” I see my opening, but I throw the question off as nonchalantly as I can.

      “Those boys could have been thrown any old where. And then where would they be? At least now they have someone to guide them.”

      “Do you think that being the sons of a disgraced priestess are going to hurt them in the future?” My voice is light, airy…and completely without guile. Inwardly, I marvel at my acting skills. Perhaps Zorosta was on to something?

      Orik temporarily stops working the dough. His face darkens and he lowers his voice as he leans in across the counter towards me.

      “Tough to say, but at least now they have a better chance.” His eyes dart about the kitchens, checking for anyone standing near.

      “Orik, what do you mean?” I lean into him.

      “From what I heard, the Royal Advisor, Lord Malcin, advocated strongly against the boys coming to their uncle in the first place.” Orik’s voice is nothing more than a whisper.

      “But why?” I drink my tea so that, to anyone watching us, it just looks like a quiet, intimate conversation and not a spy mission (at least from my perspective).

      “Said that, because of their fallen mother and their lack of true parentage, they would be an embarrassment to the palace, that the King and Queen needed to think of their reputations,” Orik shook his head and slowly began working the dough again.

      “Coming from someone as questionable as Malcin, that was certainly rich. I was glad to hear the King, and especially Queen Liara, quickly dismissed his idea.”

      This was a new piece of information for me. A flurry of excitement bubbled in my chest. Still, I wanted to tread carefully.

      “I don’t know this Malcin character. What’s he like?”

      “Ask anyone around here and they’ll all tell you the same answer. He’s a bad person. Treats us servants like we are nothing. Wants things done at all hours and doesn’t hesitate to berate or insult.”

      “Ugh, I hate that,” I say, looking to Orik to continue. He does. Good man.

      “I remember, once, he woke me in the middle of the night and demanded a full breakfast. Of course, I made it for him, but as soon as it was served to him, he decided he was no longer hungry, and threw it to the floor. I’ve never forgotten that.”

      Orik lustily begins to pound the dough once more, the anger at his memory coloring his cheeks.

      “Why do they keep him around?”

      “He has a keen eye for business. Always has. He makes deals and contracts with just the right people at just the right time. The royals are not frivolous, but it is not cheap running a kingdom. Kravath is aware of this so he keeps Malcin nearby. But someday - soon, I hope - they will see what he really is and give him the boot.”

      “What do you think he really is?” Only the dregs of my tea remain but I hold the cup between my hands. The sturdy, thick ceramic focuses my excitement at hearing this gossip.

      “Oh, he’s a shady one, for sure. Seems to always be meeting a number of unsavory characters behind the stables. I’ve seen him there myself. Ask anyone, they’ll tell you. He has official meeting rooms so who or what does he need to do that for, I ask you,” Orik says, placing the dough into a large bowl to proof.

      “Gosh, I didn’t know any of this,” I say, the excitement intensifying.

      You have to tell Telkar right away…

      “And now you do. But keep it under your hat. He’s a mean one.”

      “Vee! Vee! All done!” As if on cue (I could just kiss them for that) the boys finish their breakfast. Or rather, their breakfast has mostly ended up in their mouths, but also all over their faces and clothes.

      “I should get them back - and cleaned up. Thank you, Orik.”

      “Anytime, you know that.” Orik starts pulling out pans for his next dish.

      “Say thank you to Uncle Orik, boys!” I say, cleaning up their table as best as I can.

      “Thank! Thank!” They cry out in unison. Orik smiles at them kindly.

      “Come back soon! I might make something extra special for you!”

      The boys squeal in response and I whisk them from the kitchen. What luck! I’m happy to be able to bring back such useful information to Telkar so quickly. Now, perhaps, this will lift his spirits a little.

      We walk briskly back to our quarters, the boys skipping and humming happily to each other. When we return, however, I’m disappointed to find that he is not there. My excitement curdles a little into impatience. Where could he be?

      I bring the boys into the bathroom and clean them up. Afterwards, they sit happily on the living room floor playing with their new toys. Turning, I see a package on the dining room table.

      It is a long wooden box in a dark, luscious wood. A simple ox-blood colored bow sits on top, adorned with a small cream colored card bearing only one word: Veira.

      My hands trembling, I open the box. Inside is the most exquisite set of paints I have ever seen. Fine whale-bone brushes are nestled in the top compartment. The sheer possibility of the set threatens to overwhelm me with joy.

      How did he know?
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      I hate petitioner’s hall duty. The stately functions are both boring, and stressful. I have to stand near the throne, dignified and immobile, for hours. My purpose is both to look like an imposing symbol of King Kravath’s power, and to continually scan the crowd for potential threats.

      There hasn’t been much unrest in the Ocean Kingdom for the past decade, but my job is nonetheless to remain on alert. We may have friendly relationships with all the other Kingdoms nearest us, but that doesn’t rule out rogue attacks… or internal danger.

      I force myself not to dwell on the internal danger I’m currently investigating. Now is not the place or time for me to become embroiled in thoughts of revenge. I must stay focused.

      Even though listening to this representative of the Kelp Farmer’s Guild is the most monotonous thing I can imagine.

      The rest of the audience is nearly as still as I am. Perhaps they are all almost bored to sleep, too. At least their relative motionlessness makes it easy for me to keep an eye out for any unusual movement.

      As the representative drones on, my mind can’t help drifting towards the one person I can’t get out of my thoughts, no matter how hard I try.

      Veira’s lovely face hovers into my mind’s eye, as though she never left. And maybe she hasn’t. I feel like I’m thinking of her almost every minute or every day. It would be tiresome, if I didn’t feel a little spark of joy every time I imagine her smile.

      My spine hasn’t reacted again, which might allow me to pretend away the idea that Veira is my mate. Except, I know all too well that the reason my spine hasn’t blazed back to life is because I haven’t touched Veira again.

      I want to touch her, so badly, but I’ve been avoiding it. I’m uncertain of so many things. For most Kiphians, a fated mating bond is nothing but a myth. Fated pairs are unusual, which is why no one could deny Kravath wedding Liara. Once the Priestesses of the Divine Ones had confirmed the existence of their mating bond, Liara’s humanity no longer mattered.

      A mating bond is blessed, especially for a King. The trouble is… I can’t imagine such openness would extend to a mere Guard Captain. For all I know too, the Priestesses might deny the existence of the bond because of who my sister was. I don’t think they would, but I’ve grown much more jaded in the past few days.

      This is all foolishness. Get it together.

      I’m exploring meaningless futures, when I don’t even know if Veira has any interest in me. Sometimes it seems like she does, but other times I think she’s merely kind and compassionate with everyone.

      Swift motion catches my end, sending all my frivolous musings out of my head. I focus on a single figure rising to his feet near the royal dais. Through sheer force of will, I keep my lip from curling.

      Lord Malcin, it seems, has something to contribute.

      “The Royal Advisory Committee understands your concerns,” he drawls, every syllable of his words dripping with condescension. “We will draw up the terms of a loan to the Kelp Farmers Guild, but we cannot promise to offer you every single little thing you ask for.”

      The guild representative blanches, looking distressed. His eyes flick up to King Kravath pleadingly, but the King simply nods his approval of Malcin’s words.

      “If your members are in dire need of support to meet basic needs, you may send me those details,” comes Queen Liara’s voice, clear and kind. “I will assess your report to determine what assistance is most necessary.”

      That brightens the representative somewhat. He mumbles thanks to his gracious queen, before reclaiming his seat. My gaze, however, is still trained on Lord Malcin, whose face betrays irritated disgust.

      The snarl on his lips is gone in flash though, so fast I wonder if I could have imagined it. Yet something tells me I didn’t. I don’t want to assume Malcin’s guilt, but his attitude makes temperance difficult. He may be able to hide his grasping greediness from Kravath, but I’ve always sensed.

      A new petitioner comes in front of the throne, and I focus on him. His complaint is as uninteresting to me as the one before him, and I repress a sigh. Only three more hours of this.

      By the time the function ends and I’m dismissed, I’m practically itching for action. Part of me wants to go have dinner with Elio, Abdiel, and Veira, but another part demands I do something. All the time I just spent being a mostly decorative guard could’ve been used to look for clues about Aralla’s murder.

      I decide dinner can wait, and I’ll see my nephews in the morning. Besides, Veira is causing enough turmoil in my head without even being physically present. Not seeing her for a full day might not be the worst thing I could choose.

      I ignore the pang I feel at the idea of not seeing her expressive blue eyes until tomorrow, and head to my office. Swiftly, I change out of my dress uniform and into casual clothes.

      Now is the perfect chance to go back to my sister’s apartment, one more time. Perhaps a second try will get the neighbors to talk to me. Or maybe there’s something I overlooked, in my consternation at finding the letters between Aralla and Duke Synerak.

      I make my way to Aralla’s old home, moving easily through the streets. I may no longer be in my Royal Guard uniform, but people know to stay out of my path all the same. Moving with purpose always serves me well.

      A few blocks from my destination, I begin to move with more than purpose. There’s smoke ahead of me, rising into the twilight sky, and I start to run. My instincts scream that the smoke is coming from Aralla’s building.

      As I burst around the corner, I find that’s exactly the case. Only, it’s far worse than I thought.

      The entire building is in flames, red and orange fire billowing out from every window. The smoke thickens, as the blaze starts belching darker, oilier ash into the air. My heart pounds as I take in the situation.

      Those neighbors I’ve been so keen to talk to might be trapped in there. The shape of the fire makes it clear it happened quickly — this was no accident caused by a candle tipped over in an empty room.

      I have to help them.

      I lunge forward, running for the door to the building. I’m two strides into the street, when I feel a searing pain across my shoulder. My legs falter, as I register the sizzling sound of my own skin.

      I’ve been blaster-shot.

      My eyes strain to penetrate the smoky air in front of me. There.  A shadowy figure stands to my left. As my gaze focuses, I see them raise something in their hand.

      A blaster.

      That first shot was only a bad graze.

      But when that weapon is fired a second time, I might not be so lucky.
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      I know it’s foolish, but I’m trying to stay up until Telkar gets back. I’ve gotten used to spending some part of my night with him. I suppose it’s only been two nights so far, but I can’t help yearning for a third.

      Even with Telkar’s turmoil over his sister’s death, our late chats have meant a lot to me. I feel a connection to him, in a way I haven’t felt to anyone in a long time. Maybe ever.

      Moreover, tonight I have information to share with him. I’ve been excited to tell him what I learned from Orik all day. It seemed urgent, when Telkar asked me to keep my ears out, so I can only imagine he’d want to hear what I have to say as soon as possible.

      Yet the hour gets later and later. I occupied myself quite happily at first with sketching ideas for new paintings, but at this point, I need to go to bed.

      I don’t like to give up, but perhaps Telkar isn’t coming home tonight. I don’t know much about his life beyond his sister… Maybe he has someone in the city that he cares about. Maybe he’s spending the night with a woman.

      Shoving away the hot flare of jealousy I feel at the very thought, I get up from my seat by the balcony doors. Sighing, I begin to make my way to bed, my steps slow.

      Suddenly, I hear the slam of a door. I whirl around, hearing footsteps that aren’t my own echo down the hall.

      “Telkar?” I call out, right as he staggers into the room. A gasp escapes my mouth.

      He’s sooty from head to toe, and the smell of smoke emanates from him so strongly that I’m already enveloped in it. Worse, he’s bleeding from an open wound slashing across his shoulder.

      “What happened?” The question bursts from me as I rush to his side. I’m too worried to stop myself from putting my hand on his chest. He flinches at the contact, and I’m about to draw back when he instead sags into my touch.

      “There was a fire,” he croaks. “And I was attacked.”

      “I’ll get a doctor, immediately!” I turn on my heel. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

      “No!” Telkar extends his arm, blocking my path to leave. “News of this can’t travel. We have to keep everything a secret, as much as we can.”

      “But you’re wounded.” My words sound plaintive, even to my own ears. I want so badly for him to receive whatever care he needs. I’ve never been troubled by the sight of blood, but for some reason I hate seeing Telkar’s.

      “It’s a bad graze, no structural damage,” he tells me. “There’s a med kit in my desk, if you would bring it to me.”

      I hesitate, still wanting to call for a doctor. Surely the palace physician wouldn’t gossip about what he saw here tonight… but a servant might know he’d been roused, and by who. This place is smaller than it feels. It wouldn’t take much to spread the story of the Royal Captain needing medical aid in the middle of the night.

      “All right. You should sit, Telkar.” He looks down at me wearily, and I think he’s going to refuse to even do that much. Then, he starts to move towards the couch. “I’ll be right back.”

      I haven’t spent any time in Telkar’s office. Even though he told me to come in here, I still feel strange poking around it. As I draw near the desk, a holo-image on top of it catches my eye. My heart clenches as I realize it depicts a beautiful Kiphian woman with rosy orange skin, the color of the sands on this planet.

      Immediately, I feel silly. Leaning down to open a drawer, I can’t fail to see that the woman’s features resemble Abdiel and Elio very clearly. This woman is Aralla, her calm gaze hovering above Telkar’s desk, even though her eyes are shut forever.

      I feel a pang out that I’ll never know her, the mother of the two boys that I already care for so deeply. Her smile is a touch mischievous, making me think we’d probably get along quite well.

      “Focus, Veira, Telkar is bleeding!” I chide myself under my breath, as I scan the contents of the largest drawer. The med kit is right there, in the corner of a very well-organized collection of insignia, small weapons, and formal papers. I grab it, and waste no more time getting back to the main room.

      Telkar moves to take the med kit from me, but I pull it out of his reach. He’s startled by my boldness, and in truth I don’t know where it comes from.

      “I can patch you up,” I say, going around the back of the chaise to get a good look at his injury. “It’s going to be hard for you to do anything about this, you can’t reach it with your left arm.”

      I’m positive Telkar is going to argue with me. He puffs up like he’s about to, but doesn’t. Instead he positions himself so I can easily reach his shoulder.

      “Thank you, Veira,” he says softly. The sound of my name uttered so gently from his lips sends a shiver down my spine.

      “I’ll have to cut away your shirt.” I try to focus on the wound in front of me. “It’s stuck to the edges.”

      “I’ll just remove it.”

      Before I can object, Telkar reaches down with both arms and pulls his shirt off. He hisses as his shoulder contracts, followed by a grunt of pain as the fabric is torn from the congealed blood sticking it to his skin.

      “You should let me do this,” I insist, trying to ignore the corded musculature of Telkar’s torso, suddenly fully revealed to me. “Now you’re bleeding more.”

      I bite my lip, but go right to cleaning the injury before he can respond. It looks like a cut, except it’s seared around the edges.

      “What happened?” I ask again, carefully wiping ash away from the broken skin.

      “I went back to Aralla’s apartment and found it on fire.” He speaks dully, the bare facts only. “I tried to see if there was anyone inside who needed help, but someone shot me with a blaster. I fought him. I won.”

      “Did you see who he was?” My eyes widen.

      “His face was unknown to me.” Telkar bows his head.

      “And you couldn’t get any information out of him?”

      “I — I was too — I neglected to interrogate him.” There’s a tone in Telkar’s voice I don’t understand. “Now he can tell me nothing.”

      Although he hasn’t said as much, I simply know that Telkar killed his attacker. I remember the rage he showed when that mugger threatened me and the twins in the market. If that rage was left unchecked…

      I should be afraid, but I’m not. The man under my hands has just killed someone, and yet I know he’d die before hurting me or the boys. I feel no judgement or fear, only sorrow that Telkar was forced to fight and take a life.

      “Well, I have some information for you,” I say, allowing us to move away from the subject of the attacker. “I learned quite a bit about Lord Malcin today.”
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      My fists clench as I hear what Veira has learned. I never even told her that Malcin was my chief suspect, but I’m not surprised that he’s the name that sprang quickest to her friend’s lips.

      “He tried to keep my nephews from me,” I growl, processing this fact. “He thought a pair of two-year-olds would be a stain on the palace reputation.”

      “Orik was upset about that too,” says Veira. “He said it was hypocritical of Lord Malcin to be worried about reputation, when he’s shady and cruel himself. He’s horrible to his servants, and Orik says he’s always meeting rough-looking men behind the stables. Even though he has a huge office.”

      “I’ve never liked him.” I grit my teeth. “The fact that he tried to keep the true heirs of the Duchy he just inherited out of the palace is pretty damning. But it’s not concrete proof.”

      “I’ll keep listening,” offers Veira earnestly. “Maybe I can go back to my old maid quarters, and—”

      “No.” I reach up, and put my hand on hers. Twisting around slightly, I meet her eyes. “I don’t want you doing anything out of the ordinary. That might put you in danger. And this… this is a start.” I pause, drowning in the blue of her gaze. “Thank you.”

      Her porcelain cheeks flush the pale pink of sunrise. It’s endearing, and makes her look even more vital and beautiful. The best thing in my life, I think suddenly, and am startled to realize that it’s true. Well, Abdiel and Elio as well.

      “It was nothing.” She waves one hand in dismissal, and bends her head back over my injury.

      I turn my head back around so I’m not crunching my shoulder. Even though that means I can no longer see Veira, now I’m utterly focused on her.

      I begin to register every sweep of her cool fingers over the abraded skin around my wound. Despite the dull pain, I can’t ignore how good it feels for her to be touching me. My spine feels a little warm, and I have a sensation like it’s almost humming with pleasure.

      “You don’t need stitches, at least not right now,” murmurs Veira. “I’m going to go ahead and bandage you up.”

      “There’s a salve in there that speeds healing,” I tell her, missing the feeling of her hands already as she rummages through the med kit. “Oh — and that square is a bandage, actually. If you place it in the center of the wound, it will expand until it covers the whole thing.”

      “Oh, wow.” I hear a small, unexpected chuckle from her. “If only I’d had something like this every time my brothers ripped open their knee caps.”

      I want to think of something to say back, to start the kind of banter I’ve so enjoyed with Veira thus far. But I’m too exhausted, and too distracted by the sensation of her rubbing the salve into my shoulder.

      A few minutes pass in silence, as Veira watches the gel bandage flatten itself and flow to the edges of my damaged skin. I keep myself from squirming, but only barely. These bandages always tickle and itch as they do their work.

      When it’s finished, Veira comes around the corner of the couch and sits down daintily. She’s tantalizingly close, and not close enough.

      “If you want to wipe the ash from your face,” she says shyly, offering a clean damp cloth. I accept it, happy enough to hide my face from her for a moment.

      Why does this night with her seem so charged, when the others have been so easy?

      “Thank you for the paint set,” murmurs Veira, as I clean my face and neck. “I was so surprised. You didn’t have to but — I love it.”

      A smile sneaks its way onto my face as I realize for once, Veira is babbling. Her usual demure calm is absent, as she talks about my gift.

      “It was nothing.” Daring greatly, I set the smoke-streaked rag on the floor, and reach over to take Veira’s hand. My spine practically purrs as I make contact with her.

      “How did you know? From just my silly little finger painting?”

      “No,” I admit. “I noticed you staring longingly at the art supplies in the market that first day.”

      Veira laughs self-consciously, winding an escaped lock of hair around her finger. The blush has left her cheeks, but a slight wash of color returns to them at my words.

      “I won’t deny that the finger painting reminded me to get you those paints, though,” I continue. “I know nothing of art, but I would hazard a guess that you have a real talent to be nurtured.”

      “That is too kind.” Bowing her head, Veira entwines her fingers with mine. “You are so kind to me. Even — even my own family never supported my painting. They thought it was a waste of time.”

      “If you consider using that paint set a waste of time, I will be very hurt,” I say lightly, trying to hide the strange hammering of my heart.

      I get another small laugh from her from my efforts, and she raises her eyes back to meet mine. Her face shifts as we look at each other, from bashfully amused to serious.

      “I appreciate how you treat me like a person,” she tells me quietly. “You care about what brings me joy and you care about keeping me safe. You could treat me like just some maid, but you don’t.”

      “You could never be ‘just some’ anything to me.” Staring into Veira’s azure gaze, I find myself scooting closer to her.

      She doesn’t shy away. Instead, she lets out a tiny breath of what sounds like anticipation. I rub my thumb over her wrist, and feel her pulse pounding there, as fast as mine.

      I can’t stop myself this time. I haven’t a chance. Leaning forward, I do what I’ve wanted to do from the first moment I saw Veira’s face.

      I kiss her.

      She kisses me back, her eagerness unmistakeable. Her warm soft lips mould to mind, as I tug her towards me. She slides across the few remaining inches of cushion between us, her thigh ending pressed against mine.

      Heat floods me, not just from my spine this time.

      But I want to take this slow. I’ve never been with a woman before, never particularly wanted to. I’ve always been focused on my career, on staying disciplined and focused.

      Veira changes all that. My body feels so attuned to her every movement, even connected by nothing but a kiss.

      I bring my hand to her face and cup her cheek. As she sighs in pleasure, her lips part. I let my tongue slide between them, where it tangles with hers. Shifting the angle of the kiss, I take us both deeper.

      We stay that way for what could be minutes or could be hours, for all I know. I’m lost, enjoying the sweet rich taste of her. My spine throbs more with each dance of our tongues, as does my already-stiff member.

      Then, Veira slides her hands up and over my bare chest. Caressing my pectorals, my stomach, and… lower.

      I can’t contain the growl that rumbles from my throat. The gentle tenor of our kiss changes abruptly, as I pull her onto my lap. My hands greedily explore her body, running over her soft curves. She lets out a moan, and I know with absolute certainty that I need more of her.

      Right now.
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      I’m in Telkar’s lap, as he kisses his way down my neck. I can feel his arousal jutting from between his legs, pressed against my core through layers of fabric. I push into him, shocking myself with the force of my desire.

      In my life up ‘til now, there was never time for romance, or even lust. I’ve never felt a man between my thighs, and that hasn’t bothered me. Now though, I wish I weren’t a virgin. I wish I knew what to do.

      Although Telkar seems to be doing just fine on his own.

      His fingers go to the buttons below my neck. A frisson of anticipation rushes through me. As uncertain as I am, I know I want him. I want to feel his broad palms on my breasts, my hips. I want Telkar to be the one who finally shows me what it’s like to share my body with another.

      He undoes one button, another, and another. Suddenly, he pauses.

      “May I?” he asks roughly, raising his eyes to mine. “May I keep going?”

      The raw need in his gaze mirrors my own. Rocked by the realization that he wants me as much as I want him, I simply nod.

      Telkar’s eyes darken with passion, and he goes to fumble with the next button. It takes him a second too long, apparently. Growling with impatience, he simply rips the front of my maid’s gown open.

      My breasts spill out, my nipples already taut and begging to be touched. I feel a blush creeping up my neck. I’ve never been so exposed to anybody. While I feel safe with Telkar, I can’t help but feel self-conscious too.

      “You’re so incredibly beautiful,” breathes Telkar, laying my fears to rest. He drifts a kiss along one of my collarbones, and then the other.

      I tremble as he trails his lips down the center of my body. One of his hands gently caresses my breast. That’s enough for me to suck in a breath. But when his thumb begins rubbing circles on my nipple, I react with far more than a quick inhale.

      Shockwaves go through me at the simple touch. When his mouth finds my other nipple, I throw my head back and moan. Throbbing warmth radiates from between my legs, strengthened by each second that Telkar worships my rounded peaks.

      He stops, and my skin practically whines with displeasure.

      “I want to hear every sound you make,” he tells me, voice thick. “But… we would have more privacy in my room.”

      “Oh!” I sit up and blood rushes into my face from embarrassment. “I… I wasn’t thinking.”

      “If that was you not thinking, I like it,” he says, eyes flashing with possessiveness. Before I can say anything else, he sweeps me into arms like I weigh nothing. He nuzzles my hair, and begins to carry me towards his room.

      I relish the feeling of his strong arms around me, and the masculine scent of him. My flesh clamors for more of his touch, as one of my breasts grazes his brawny chest.

      He lays me down on the bed, and pulls my loose dress off my shoulders. When it hits my hips, he looks up at me, the same question in his eyes as when he began unbuttoning me.

      “Please,” I manage to say — and that’s all I have to say.

      Telkar yanks the dress down and off my feet. I swallow, as he runs a finger over the moistened fabric of my panties. There’s a look of awe on his usually stern face. Then that awe becomes feral need in a heartbeat.

      He grasps my panties in both hands and tears them apart. Without waiting, he dives down and puts his mouth on me.

      I cry out from the amazing sensation immediately. Telkar’s tongue unerringly finds my most sensitive spot, circling it delicately. I can barely breathe, it feels so good. When the velvety tip of his tongue slides over my entire clit, I nearly shriek from delight.

      Telkar begins eagerly lapping at me. Each stroke of his tongue builds the fire that threatens to engulf my very bones. My eyes roll back up into my head as his fingers start exploring my slick folds.

      I release myself to Telkar’s ministrations, letting my legs fall completely open. Every inch of me is deliciously hot, rapture crackling over my skin. He pleasures me untiringly, as a crest builds inside me.

      At the moment I think I can’t hold a single ounce more of the sweet torment, the flames finally consume me. I scream my satisfaction aloud, bucking my hips into Telkar’s mouth. He holds me down, his tongue wringing every drop of bliss from me. Stars burst behind my eyes, as I let go.

      When I open my blurry eyes, the sight that meets them is Telkar kneeling between my legs. He’s fully nude, his magnificent muscles on full display. Despite the orgasm he just gave me, a fresh wave of desire sweeps through my frame.

      I lick my lips, my gaze drifting down washboard abs to Telkar’s rock-hard cock. The end of it glistens with his need. I reach down, mesmerized, and rub my thumb over that gleaming tip. Telkar grunts, and I look up to see an almost pained expression on his face.

      “Do you… Veira — will you let me inside you?”

      “It’s my first time,” I whisper, even as lust shudders through me at the thought of him buried to the hilt in my body. “I don’t know what to do but I want you, Telkar. I want you inside me.”

      Gazing down with wonder and affection, Telkar lowers himself on top of me. He kisses me tenderly, although I can feel his arms trembling with the strain of holding back.

      “You’re my first, too,” he murmurs.

      Astonished joy surges through me. I can’t imagine another person I’d want to share this new experience with.  And no one would make it as wonderful as Telkar already has.

      He finally pushes himself up against my tight opening. Slowly and carefully, he slides into me, forcing my walls apart. I expect pain, but there’s nothing but a single sharp pinch. Even that is quickly replaces by ripples of glorious fullness.

      Telkar sinks all the way into my wetness. We fit perfectly, and I hold my breath, ready for him to begin moving inside me. Yet he doesn’t, and I realize his eyes are searching my face.

      “You didn’t hurt me,” I tell him. “Please Telkar, just — take me.”

      My words snap the already-thin tether of his self-control. With a guttural groan, he pulls himself back only to thrust back into me, deep and fast. He doesn't stop this time, but instead  pushes into me over and over.

      I moan from how incredible he feels. Telkar possessing me fully is unbelievably erotic, and seeing him wild-eyed with wanting me makes my heart race. He pounds into me, as my slick walls clench around him.

      Again, I lose myself. Nothing exists except our bodies, joined together. I know my nipples are stiff and my slit is soaking wet as Telkar pulses in and out of it. I know Telkar is covered in a sheen of sweat, and that when I nip at his salty neck, he bucks even harder into me.

      I know that I’m experiencing pleasure like never before.

      After what feels like an eternity of delirious passion, I realize I’m on the edge again. Telkar has driven me higher and higher, every time he plunges into me. I’m sobbing from the intensity of it, unable to comprehend the sheer power of these sensations.

      “Oh — oh — oh, Telkar!” I scream his name, as the orgasm erupts through me. My body convulses around him, as wave after wave batters me. I feel made of light, my skin shimmering as I soar into the heavens.

      With a strangled yell, Telkar joins me there. With a final thrust, he buries himself in me as far as he can go. I feel his cock throb inside me, as he fills me with his hot seed.

      “Veira, Veira, Viera,” he’s muttering into my hair. “My Veira, you’re everything.”

      Overwhelmed by emotion at his words and by the echoing wavelets of bliss, I throw my arms around his neck. I pull him down to me and we hold each other, wrapped in a cocoon of joy and contentment.
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      For once, the other side of the bed isn’t a cold wasteland. She is there, cradled next to me, her blonde hair spilling out over my shoulder. I have been awake for some time, just watching her sleep. Her eyelashes dance across the tops of her cheeks.

      I wonder what she is dreaming about. I hope that, whatever it is, it’s joyful.

      Joyful. What a strange word. Especially now. With all that has been going on, I did not think that word could apply to me. But, right now at least, it does. Which is nothing short of a miracle when you think about it.

      Despite it all: Aralla’s murder, the pressure of finding the perpetrator, my injury - everything - last night with Veira was the best of my life. And I can no longer deny the reason: she is my mate. My body reacted to her with all the passion, heat and desire that only a mate could inspire.

      The question remains, however - can I tell her? Would she understand? What do humans know of such things? Would that scare her off?

      I can’t answer these questions right now. Nor do I want to. If I could, I would freeze this moment in time and just hold her.

      “Veeeeeee! Ahhhh!” The sound of Abdiel’s wail down the hall quickly shatters that notion.

      Veira stirs and opens her eyes, catching mine. Instantly, she blushes, the memories of last night rushing up to meet her.

      “Morning,” I say, gently.

      “Morning,” she replies, clasping the sheet around her.

      “VEEEEEE!” Abdiel is not messing around.

      “I should—“ she begins to get out of bed.

      “I know,” I say, smiling.

      She throws on some clothes and heads down the hall to attend to the boys, her voice gentle and low against their wails and cries.

      Stretching, I realize that today is the day new recruits are onboarded. That process is handled by the lower officers which means I, blissfully, do not have to report until much later. The stars have truly aligned.

      Dressing carefully, I concoct a breakfast menu in my mind. I’ll have it ordered to my quarters and we can spend the morning together - all of us. Buttoning my shirt, I catch myself in the mirror. I’m grinning like an imbecile.

      Who are you right now?

      Content, I think. Happy, certainly. Grabbing my dress jacket, I head down the hall.

      Veira has stripped the boys of their pajamas and has made a game out of getting them dressed. Elio thinks the game is competitive and is trying his best to be the fastest. Hilariously, it has resulted in him wearing only one sock and a shirt on his head.

      Abdiel, true to form, isn’t even trying to dress himself, but instead lets Veira dress him as she hums softly. Looking about the room, I marvel a little at the transformation. Days ago, this space was nothing more than a glorified storage space.

      And now, it resembles a loving, welcome space for boys to grow up in. The cribs stand side by side, the blankets already neatly folded. Each crib has a stuffed animal sitting in the corner, patient and waiting.

      A circular woven rug sits in the center of the floor and a large basket holds their toys and books. A simple wooden chair sits in the corner. It is here that Veira sits to read at bedtime. Gone are the days of a few blankets strewn on the floor.

      You are luckier than you know to have found her…

      “Good morning, boys! I hope you slept well. Good news! I don’t have to report until later today. I have taken the liberty to order breakfast for all of us,” I say, standing in the doorway.

      Veira smiles as she bends down to finish dressing Abdiel. It's clear she will have to sort out Elio next. Despite his best efforts, he’s nowhere near dressed.

      “That sounds wonderful. Thank you,” she replies.

      “Brekkie with Uncie Tekkie!” Elio announces, pleased at himself. I laugh and pull the shirt off his head.

      “Indeed! Now, finish getting dressed and I’ll meet you at the table.” I say, helping him get his shirt on properly.

      Minutes later, I finish setting the table and Veira emerges with the boys. They are hungry and are beginning to fuss. Luckily, a soft knock is heard on the door. For just the briefest of seconds, Veira hesitates. We both know what she’s thinking.

      “I’ll get it,” I say, reassuringly.

      Retrieving the tray, I thank the servant (luckily a Kiphia butler this time) and bring it to the table.

      “Ta-da!” I say, triumphantly, the silver domed dishes emitting all sorts of delicious smells. A carafe of strong tea sits solidly in the middle, its musty odor already giving me a caffeine high.

      The boys eagerly look up as I place the tray in the middle of the table. Their starfish hands open and close in anticipation.

      Soon, we all sit, munching happily, the boys stuffing themselves with vrokon patties and sorn jam sheets.

      Veira picks delicately at her plate, mainly sipping her tea. Every few seconds, she helps one of the boys, either cleaning them up or helping them cut their food.

      I make a game for myself to catch her eye every so often. Each time we catch each other’s gaze, a spark blazes - an unmistakable connection between us.

      “Tell me. Why is it you get to report later today?” She asks.

      “New recruits coming in. They have to be acclimated first before the get to meet the higher ups. Besides, I don’t want to scare them off.”

      Veira laughs. “Are you that mean?”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m mean. More…tough. The Royal Guard requires only the best.”

      “I have no doubt,” she replies, a devilish smile playing across her lips.

      “I fight!” Elio pipes up, his face smeared with jam. He waves his fork about like a sword. Abdiel waves his head in disgust. Clearly, there will be different paths ahead for both these boys. They may be identical, but in many ways, they couldn't be more dissimilar.

      We all laugh at their antics, the boys joining at the end, unsure of the source of the joke.

      A feeling of contentment steals over me. The feeling of family. I had never sought it out, but, it seems, it has found me in a fashion. A sense of peace I have never known before settles into place, somewhere deep within.

      And then it shatters.

      “I fight!” Elio repeats, louder this time. As he does so, the fork in his hand flies from his hand, hitting my dress jacket, which is draped over the back of my chair. A smear of jam oozes over the pristine fabric.

      “What the hell..? Watch what you’re doing! Don’t you know any better?” I stand up suddenly, my anger flaring.

      Elio gazes up to me, his eyes beginning to brim with hot tears.

      Without thinking, I head to my room, pulling another jacket from my closet.

      Moments later, I slam the front door.

      Turns out, I am willing to report early to work today.
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      “Parik, play nice. Remember what we talked about,” Queen Liara admonishes quietly. Parik eases his grip on Elio’s arm, but only slightly. Elio, for his part, seems game to play. Seconds later, the two are tumbling about on the carpet playing a game the rules of which only appear to make sense to them.

      Abdiel, meanwhile, is content to be the center of attention to the two girls, Reena and Velli. Reena, the more dominant of the two (her skin the softest shade of lavender I have ever seen), has seated Abdiel on the floor and appears to be playing a game of house. Abdiel, cast as the Kiphian head of the household, nods and obeys her every command, while Velli sits near him, adorably staring at his red skin, which compliments the hue of her green body.

      All of the children play in the lush and expansive play room in the palace. Floor to ceiling windows allow the soft sunlight to gently warm the room. Sitting near the edge of the open space are two plush chairs.

      And seated on those two chairs, are, unbelievably, myself and the Queen of the First Isle. Every few seconds, I metaphorically pinch myself. Ever since I received her personal invitation to bring the boys to the palace for a play date, I haven’t stopped smiling.

      The distraction and the honor of sitting casually with the Queen while the children play is extremely welcome. Anything to occupy my thoughts other than what’s been consuming them lately: Captain Telkar.

      Our night together was beyond anything I had ever imagined - and certainly I never entertained the thought of capturing the eye of a handsome Kiphia. Our connection was so strong, it almost feels overwhelming at times.

      But I can’t convince myself he feels as deeply as I do. It’s simply impossible that a man of his rank and stature would risk his reputation and future happiness with a human companion. Whatever lies between us must be temporary. I simply have to convince myself of that. I worry I don’t have the fortitude to do it. My feelings for him grow more and more intense with each passing day.

      “Thank you for inviting us. I’m sure the boys are sick of all my games,” I say.

      “Oh no, I’m certain they aren’t. But it’s just as good for this bunch to play with others as well. Three year olds can certainly be bossy,” the Queen says, laughter in her voice.

      “So can two year olds, from what I’m discovering. But they really are very sweet so I can’t complain.”

      “How have you been settling in?” The Queen asks, picking up a delicate wafer cookie from a small plate in her lap.

      “Very well. The boys actually have a room now that doesn’t look like a storage closet!” We both laugh softly.

      “Reena, don’t pull his hair now. Gentle,” Liara says to her adopted daughter, who has decided to braid Abdiel’s hair. “But what about you, specifically? Are you comfortable in the Captain’s quarters?” I detect the tiniest note of salaciousness in the Queen’s question, but I would never dream of assuming that to be true so I play it safe.

      “Oh, very well. I’m not often in my room though,” I say, and immediately realize what I’ve accidentally implied. Instantly, I feel heat bloom across my face. Looking intently at the cookies on a table near us, I pray she doesn’t notice.

      That’s not what I meant at all!

      She notices, though. It’s obvious. But her queenly demeanor prevents her from jumping on it too much.

      “I am glad. I trust the Captain is…attentive?” She tilts her head to me in a rakish expression. But her face is open and warm, it’s impossible not to be drawn in. I see now why King Kravath fell for her charms.

      “He is. Very much so. But—-“ I stop myself.

      “Parik, easy now. Elio is not a toy,” she calls out. “But what?” Her attention is immediately focused back on me.

      “It’s nothing.” I keep my eyes fixed firmly on the children. A moment of silence sits between us. Inside, I squirm, but I can tell the Queen is calm as can be.

      “I remember when Kravath and I first met. We were so very different. I agonized over every word I would say to him. And always, I ended up saying the exact opposite! But I did discover one thing,” she says, letting her voice trail off.

      “What’s that?”

      The Queen’s eyes are warm as she speaks. “If there is something between you both (and I am by no means implying there is), trust your human instincts. Kiphian men are not known for talking about their feelings. I found it best to open that door a little.”

      “I’ll have to be careful. He might go crashing through it,” I say, shocked at my own words.

      To my utter amazement, the Queen throws back her head and laughs heartily. “Too true! Too true! Once you get them going, they might not stop!”

      We both laugh for quite a while. It’s a laugh of familiarity and shared experience. Once again, I marvel at what’s happening to me. The Queen of the First Isle sharing a moment with me. Just us girls. I nurse the tiniest hope we can be friends.

      Don’t get ahead of yourself now…

      More time flies by. The Queen and I watch the children play until it becomes clear that everyone is getting tired and it might be nap time. We both stand, getting ourselves ready to rally the children.

      Amazingly, the Queen doesn’t call a servant or a nanny to help her. She insists on doing it herself. But, as she picks up Velli, I see her wince a little.

      “Are you all right?” I ask.

      “Fine. I just forget how heavy they are now. When they are babies, it’s a little easier.” Her choice of tense tugs at my ear for just a moment before I am distracted by the children.

      After a somewhat noisy goodbye, I manage to corral the twins so we can head back to our rooms. The boys rub their eyes and I can tell nap time will be a little easier today.

      I try to express my gratitude to the Queen for her hospitality and conversation but the chaos with the children cuts it short. “Another time,” she promises.

      By the time we reach Telkar’s quarters, I am carrying both boys. They were simply too worn out to make the walk. Needless to say, I will be happy to get them in their cribs for a little break myself.

      Sweating and tired, I approach the front door. Oddly, the door is already open but there are no lights on in the hallway or, from what I can tell, the rooms beyond.

      “Hello?” I call, thinking that perhaps a servant might be inside.

      There is no response. Shifting the dead weight of the sleeping boys on my shoulders, I enter the apartment.
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      “Be seated,” the King invites his retinue of advisors to sit, as he takes his own. There is some amount of jockeying among them, each trying to curry favor. I notice Lord Malcin assume his place nearest the King, a smug look of self-satisfaction on his ugly mug.

      Keep yourself together. You’re basically a potted plant right now.

      It’s true. I stand guard at such meetings but the function is largely ceremonial. In all my duties and years in the Royal Guard there has not yet been a need to break up a fisticuffs between advisors. Most are too old and feeble to put up a physical fight anyway.

      As for scathing words, well, that’s not something I have to police. Besides, King Kravath is more than capable of taking care of himself.

      Now that everyone is seated, I allow myself to assume what I like to call ‘guard duty auto-pilot,’ Basically, it means that my face locks into position and I have half an ear and eye on the proceedings, should I be needed. But I allow my brain free rein to wander.

      This technique has taken me years (and a lot of boring shifts at guard duty) to perfect, but I’ve come to think of these moments as time to work out whatever might be on my mind.

      These days, it seems, there is a lot. I suppose I should be grateful for the opportunity.

      “Let’s begin…” the King turns to a senior advisor for an update on some obscure land dispute. In my head, I engage my personal auto-pilot.

      And, I’m off….

      First - the immediate problem. My outburst at the inevitable mistakes of a two-year old aren’t exactly a good look. I resolve, then and there, to apologize to them all, especially Veira, for my behavior. Also, I must learn to keep it together when such things happen. Because there is no doubt they will happen again. They are kids, after all.

      And, while I’m apologizing to Veira, I need to come clean about the mating bond. I’m not sure if she will understand what it is or its implications, but she has a right to know. I’m not a gambling man, but most of me truly believes that, once she knows what it is, she won’t reject me. The more I think about our night together, the deeper that conviction grows.

      “Thank you. Lord Trunian?” Kravath seems to be fine. I return to my mind’s eye.

      There’s another reason I have to come clean with Veira. It simply isn’t fair to hide such a thing, even if she looks upon it as a simple cultural difference. She deserves to know, fully, what she may or may not be getting into. And, is the mating bond true and just if one party does not know it exists? I do not want to build my future, such as it may be, on such a shaky foundation.

      If only Aralla had done the same…

      The phantom of grief alights upon my shoulder, threatening to crack my pristine exterior. But it can’t be denied. Perhaps if Aralla had shared, at least with me, that Duke Synerak was her lover and father of her children, she would still be alive right now. This thought shakes me deeply.

      “Is there anything anyone would like to add?” The King looks about the table and I’m astonished to realize that the meeting is concluding. I must have been on auto-pilot far longer than I usually allow myself.

      Well, the circumstances are extreme right now.

      A chorus of grunts indicate the meeting is over. The King stands, followed by the group. Everyone bows to him and is formally dismissed. Slowly, in groups of ones, twos and threes, the advisors make their way to the exit, off to continue their day.

      It’s then that I catch Lord Malcin. He is standing just to the King’s right, gripping the back of his chair. But it’s his eyes that disconcert me the most.

      I can’t be certain, but it seems they are boring into me, daring me to return his gaze. My ceremonial helmet provides me with some cover, but it also means I can’t quite be sure if he’s actually looking at me.

      Or do you just think he is? This obsession may be getting the better of you.

      But I can’t shake the feeling. For several seconds, he stares in my direction, almost willing me to step forward. I cannot and will not do so. Custom declares I must wait until I am formally summoned or dismissed before I can move from my station.

      No oily advisor will make me step out of line.

      Seconds later, Lord Malcin breaks his gaze and shiftily exits, the last of the advisors to do so. I note the direction he turns once he clears the door and vow I will follow him as soon as I am able.

      Thankfully, I do not have long to wait.

      “Royal Guard, you are dismissed,” the king says, much more casually now that the advisors have left. Leaving through a side door, the king returns to his private chambers.

      Dashing off my helmet, I leave the room, taking the path of Lord Malcin. But he has been too slippery and I can’t find a trace of him in the nearby hallways. Where could he have gone? Was he sending me a signal of some kind? Something tells me I can’t ignore it.

      Then I recall Veira’s report: the stables. It seems to be Malcin’s ‘office’ of sorts. Perhaps something can be discovered there. Quickening my pace, I barrel down the hallway until I reach the nearest exit.

      Soon, I’m crossing the palatial lawns. The varn stables are neatly hidden behind a copse of trees to provide shade and so that the well sculpted gardens are not marred by the functional, necessary, but not exactly aesthetically pleasing stable buildings.

      Approaching the stables, I find no one about. Only the languid varn, munching at dried kelp greet me, their oil drop eyes trusting and warm.

      But I can’t let it go just yet. My gut tells me so. Besides, I have no other leads.

      I walk from stall to stall, forcing myself to slow. Each contains a varn, a water trough and some fragrant bedding material - nothing more. Certainly no oily advisors.

      Towards the back of the stable, however, there is an empty stall. It seems to have been cleaned out some time ago. Pinned to the back wall is a note, folded and pinned.

      Checking to see no one has entered the building, I step into the stall and approach the note. A sickening thud lands in my stomach when I see a name written there.

      Captain Telkar.

      I snatch the note and hastily open it.

      ‘Attention, Captain Telkar. If you are reading this note, then my suspicions are correct. You have been nosing around in ways that won’t necessarily end well for you. But then again, I suppose one of your breeding is used to such things, yes? You need only look to your sister’s predicament to catch my meaning.

      So - let’s see just how involved we wish you to be, shall we? Should you wish to see your blonde whore again (what charming eyes she has) I suggest you meet me at the Red Cliffs. Sooner rather than later might be prudent.

      - Respectfully yours, etc, etc.

      Lord Malcin’
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      Uncontrollable sobbing fills the air, and I lean against the door as hard as I can. It’s a losing battle, but every time I look back at the twins huddled behind the chair, I redouble my effort.

      I have to do this. For them.

      The two masked monsters waiting for us have done a hell of a job wrecking Telkar’s spartan apartment. I only just managed to get the boys into my room, but the door is never going to hold. Tears stream down my face as I do anything I can to calm the boys down. The hysteria in my own voice is undercutting every word.

      “It’s going to be alright,” I promise in vain. Another horrible crash against the door makes me bleat out an involuntary scream. “I won’t let anything bad happen.”

      No sooner have the words left my lips than the worst happens. The door splinters into pieces against my shoulder, and the two brutes shove into the room. By the sheer force of it, I’m tossed back onto the bed, shivers of wood clattering to the floor.

      Now the boys really start to wail.

      If only Telkar could hear it. He’d come bounding to my rescue – our rescue.

      “Get up, you bitch.” One of the men yanks me off the bed with such force I can feel the tendons in my shoulder straining. Slamming into his chest, I reach up and scratch at his face as hard as I can. The mask doesn’t give me much access, but if I could just reach the bastard’s eye…

      “Fuck,” he snarls, delivering a stinging slap across my face. My ears fill with a piercing ring, and my face prickles with a thousand pinpoints of pain. As they slowly come together into a hateful red heat, I manage to get my eyes to focus.

      The boys.

      The other thug has tucked them up under his arms, clamping a hand over each mouth. They’re contorted and writing, but don’t have any more chance of success than I do. Still dazed from the blow, my assailant has managed to wrestle my arms behind my back, binding them roughly at the wrists.

      “Let’s get out of here,” the one with the boys hisses.

      “Got that right,” my captor says, yanking me up by the hands until my shoulders cry out in pure agony. I let out a wail in spite of myself. If I’ve been trying to maintain some semblance of composure for the children, it’s long gone. We’re in mortal danger, and they know it.

      Gasping in to let out another shriek, two rough fingers stuff a knot of musty cloth into my mouth, pushing so full it almost chokes me. A few hard knots at the back of my head hank at tufts of hair, and we all go smashing into the hallway.

      Turning away from the main corridors, we’re bundled into the far narrower servants’ passages. Even in the short time I’ve been away, the warren of corridors has come to feel like a foreign world. I strain hard, moaning through my gag and kicking at doors in hopes of raising anyone. It’s midday, so they’ll all be hard at work, but I can’t go quietly.

      All at once, a figure rounds the corner up ahead, and my heart sings up into my throat as the two kidnappers lurch to a halt. Pure tension floods the tiny space, and I’m almost crushed under the grip of the Kiphian manhandling me. My only thought is hope that the children aren’t held nearly this tightly.

      The form ahead comes more fully into view, that mass of red curls immediately identifying their owner. Zorosta. Her eyes are wide in fear, then harden in a way that turns my blood to ice water.

      “I didn’t see anything,” she says. “I swear.”

      Hugging back into a corner, she watches unflinching as we’re dragged past. I catch her eyes for a second and see that hers was no empty promise. She’ll never breathe a word of this.

      Bursting out a side door into a small, disused courtyard, a hover carriage waits for us. Standing beside it is a figure I don’t recognize, swathed in a cloak. He merely opens the door, and whispers something I can’t make out to the masked men.

      With an ugly shove, I clatter into the back of the carriage, wriggling around so I’m in a better position to catch the boys. Except, they don’t come. Their kidnapper is tying and gagging them, handing them over to this cloaked man.

      They’re separating us.

      I fly into a full panic. All the terror eating me up before this moment pales to the surge of blinding horror rocketing through my blood. I lurch forward, but the door slams shut and I ricochet off of it. I’m like a feral animal, howling and kicking in every direction. Bodily slamming myself against the walls of this carriage.

      The two hulks seat themselves, and we set off. Tears scald down my cheeks as I strain to keep eyes on Elio and Abdiel. The man holding them hostage looks oddly placid, and within moments they’ve all vanished from view.

      My heart splinters in my chest, and I choke on my gag. The restraints cut into my wrists as racking sobs crack my ribs. I’m cold and hot at the same time. If only I could break free somehow. Just kick open the door and run. Run back to that bastard with the children and tear him to ribbons with my bare hands.

      The fury of emotion reduces my mind to a haze, and only as we roll up to a cliff side do I find myself wishing I’d had the presence of mind to mark my journey. To remember even a scratch of it, in case I find a chance to make my way back.

      “Get out,” the door flies open, and a pair of rough hands wrench me out onto the grass. Blinking away tears, I see a wooden cage seated at the edge of a sheer cliff. All at once, the racing of my heart stops. Everything stops. Boiling panic gives way to frozen, stark fear.

      “I don’t get it,” the Kiphian grappling me sneers as he trundles me toward this roughhewn prison. “Why don’t we just kill her?” His companion snorts as he knots a heavy haft of rope to the trunk of a tree.

      “If the Captain sees she’s dead, he won’t try to save her. The whole idea is to buy time.” I’m stuffed into the cage with barely enough room to writhe around to face them. One of my captors has his foot against the trunk of the tree, leaning back against the rope as if to test its strength.

      “She’s just here to distract him while Malcin deals with the brats.”

      “You hear that,” the one who forced me into the cage sneers, tapping at the bars. “You’re bait.”

      “Bait at the end of a line,” the other chuckles. Then the two heave me up, and toss me over the side of the cliff. My stomach shrinks to an icy knot as I plunge into the chasm. All at once, the rope snaps taut, and I bob and swing queasily in the whistling wind.

      Everything hurts. Looking down only makes me shake harder, so I manage to scramble onto my back, only to see the two masked faces leering down from twenty or more feet above.

      “Son of a bitch,” one says. “I was sure the rope wouldn’t hold.”

      “Pay up,” the other laughs, and they settle their bet.
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      The stable doors explode open in front of me, and I stalk down the line of stalls. In my position, I’ve sat astride any number of these mounts, but only one will serve.

      “Ironclaw,” I mutter as I duck into her stall. She snuffs lightly in greeting as I set about saddling her. My hands shake as I secure the straps, fingers fumbling in my speed. Breathing hard, I close my eyes to still myself.

      I can’t get sloppy. It’s too important.

      Vaulting into the saddle, I snap the reins and guide Ironclaw out into the open. As soon as we’re in the fresh air, I give her full license, and she explodes under me. Leaning over her neck, I drive her harder, the full power of her sinewy body thundering beneath me as we tear across the countryside.

      Taking King Kravath’s best mount could face steep punishments. At the very least, I stand to lose my station. But fuck my station. My job, the respect of my post, my generous pay – none of it matters.

      He knows what it is to love a human woman, so he’ll forgive me. He has to. And, if he doesn’t at least I’ll have Veira. Along with the boys, she and I could begin new lives anywhere.

      Cutting through pastures to avoid the roads, I carve the shortest path toward the Red Cliffs. If we trample up crops or frighten livestock, I can add that to the list of things to be pardoned. Time is of the essence.

      The ground spins beneath us, and as the ridges of the Red Cliffs come into view my blood turns to molten fire in my veins. If Malcin had twenty guards, they would fall into pieces before me. Wading toward him in a river of blood until my vengeance is finally slaked.

      But there’s no one.

      Not a single form – Kiphian or otherwise – stands out against the scrub and crags. Pulling into a trot, I scan for anything out of place. Anything that might bespeak an ambush. Again, the adrenaline crackling under my skin clouds my perception, and I close my eyes to steady my breath.

      Images of bloodshed have wormed their way too deeply into me, calling on the warrior who has been dormant in my heart for too long. Finally having something worth fighting for has cracked the tomb I’ve buried him in, and the liberation is in danger of swallowing me.

      Opening my eyes again, I immediately focus on a length of heavy rope. Lashed around the trunk of a tree in one large, clumsy knot, it stretches to the edge of the cliff and vanishes over the side.

      Leaping off Ironclaw with a hearty bound, I charge to the verge and look down the dizzying height. My heart slams into my throat at the sight of a rough wooden cage. Even before seeing her clearly, the bond shoots up along to me like an arrow fired into my chest.

      “Veira,” I call, my voice echoing across the abyss. She starts at the sound of my voice, then stirs painfully to look up at me. The look of desperation on her face is enough to drive me into madness.

      Doubling over to grab the rope with both hands, I lean back hard. As much as I strain, I’m unable to find purchase enough to draw her up to me. The cage sways uneasily as I struggle, my veins bulging with the effort. If only the power of my will could drag her up on its own, she would rise to me in an instant.

      It’s all futile. Strong as I am, the angle is too great – leaving only one option.

      “I’m coming,” I holler down the side, and she begins shaking her head vigorously. As if I would leave her there. Now that I’m here, I’m not leaving until either she is safe, or we both perish.

      Swinging my legs over the edge, that hateful tingle riffles up through them. Cursing my reflexes, I lock my knees around the rope and begin to lower myself down along the rope. Working hand over hand, I make my way down to her. Compared to dragging the cage up, it’s remarkably easy – sending my mind reeling back to my training days when scaling ropes was a daily enterprise.

      A sudden gust comes up, sending the cage spinning and bobbing below me. The rope vibrates with tension, and I feel a sudden thrum. A vague drop. Somewhere above me, it’s begun to give. Whether the knot is coming undone, or the rope itself has begun to split I can’t say. All I know is that I need to move quickly.

      Throwing the rope up against me in great, unadvised lengths, I drop to her in a flash. As I do, there is a more decisive drop, drawing a muffled cry out of my mate. Looking to her, my rage boils at the sight of the rag, slick with saliva, stuffed into her mouth.

      Don’t lose control.

      Looking to the rockface, I find a crag hearty enough to cling to readily. Stretching until I can anchor myself, I grip the rudely fastened door and wrench it off with one tug. Veira lurches toward me, tears marring her gorgeous face, and I tuck a finger into the gag to pull it free.

      “It’s alright,” I say. “You’re safe now.”

      “No,” she cries as soon as her mouth is free. “Malcin has the twins!” Even as she says it, a dagger of ice lodges in my guts.

      “What?”

      “I was put here as a distraction. They’re in danger.”

      Leaning back, I peal out a roar of anger that echoes across the expanse, my own rage doubling back to meet me. Diving a hand into the cage I tug at her restraints until her hands are free. Her wrists are deeply creased with red marks, and all I want is to soothe them in any way I can.

      As she shimmies to reach for me, the rope slackens again. As it does, the cage slues away from me, and I fire my hand out toward her. Veira clings to me hard as the line gives at last. With a mighty pull, I tug her through the mouth of the cage just as it begins to spin away from us.

      Hauling her into me, I clutch her quivering body to mine, and watch as her erstwhile prison races through the air. The slack rope coils like a flailing tail as it batters the rocks and splinters down into the surf.

      “Are you alright,” I ask, willing my strength into her body.

      “I don’t know.” She buries her face in my chest, shuddering with weakness and tears. “The boys…” Veira says faintly.

      The mere mention of them renews my vigor. Looking up the rockface, the impossibility of what lies ahead washes over me. But, there is no choice. Now that I have her, failure isn’t an option.

      “Can you hold on to me?” At my question, her eyes go wide. Even she can’t believe what we’re about to attempt.
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      If I wasn’t already shaking with fear and exhaustion, the look in Telkar’s eyes would be enough to ruin me. Not that we have time to rest, but even a breath to steady myself would be welcome. But that’s a luxury we can’t afford.

      “I can,” I say. He nods brusquely, shifting to face the rock while still doing what he can to keep me steady. Somehow, the cord that had bound my wrists has snagged on my clothes. Darting a hasty hand down, I snatch it up.

      “I’m going to bind us.”

      “We’re already bound.” His words come out firmly, but don’t make any sense. But now’s not the time to correct or examine. Tucking one end through Telkar’s belt, I pull the cording through until I can wrap it around my waist. I have to hug myself to him hard to make a knot, but the closeness makes me feel safer somehow.

      Once I’m lashed to him, I wreathe my arms around his neck, clasping each hand around the opposite wrist. It burns to clutch so hard where I’ve been tied. Gritting my teeth against the pain, I do everything I can to take comfort in the strong, solid fact of his body.

      “Thank you for saving me,” I whimper over his shoulder.

      “How could I not?”

      Then, with a massive heave, he begins to scale the sheer cliffside. He’s clearly in a kind of righteous rage, and his whole body vibrates with it. As if to magnify the terrible power of it, the rocks we face are almost blood red. Great, craggy hunks of pure crimson, which Telkar scrambles up almost haphazardly.

      As much as I trust him, the danger of it all is overpowering. My heart thumps against his back, and I have to work to keep from wrapping my legs around his waist. As much solace as that would bring, all my legs would do is get in the way. One false slip would send us tumbling after the ruined cage lying so far below us.

      Instead, I hold him hard in my arms and let myself lie limp behind him like a cape. His shoulders work furiously, and he grunts hard with each pull. The top of the cliff draws closer by degrees, but I won’t let myself dare to hope.

      If we cast backwards, or a stone crumbles under his grip, we’re lost.

      Only when I see the grass under his arm do I allow myself to breathe. Just past his palm is the frayed end of the rope I’d been hanging from, and he lunges for it, catching it in steady fingers.

      “Climb over me,” he grunts through gritted teeth. Every joint is quaking with weakness, but after what he’s just done, I would be a coward not to try. Reaching down, I tug loose the knot joining us, and let the remnant of my bondage slip away into the wind.

      Pulling hard with burning muscles, I drag myself up along his back. Feasting my hands on his heavily muscled arms, I climb him like a tree until I can collapse onto the soil. After fearing I’d felt it for the last time, the solidity of the turf beneath me comes as a revelation. I lie panting on the grass as Telkar drags himself up beside me.

      Far from indulging in rest, he’s on his feet in an instant, tugging a Varn over to where I lay struggling to catch my breath.

      “Come,” he held out a hand. “There’s no time.”

      I try to rise, but my body gives out beneath me. I would be ashamed if shame were an emotion available to me. No, I’ve been stripped to my most elemental self, with nowhere left to hide.

      “I can’t.”

      “You don’t have a choice,” he insists. “Come.” His hand remains extended, like an iron command.

      “Leave me here,” I say. “I’ll be safe until you come back.” Even as I say it, it tastes like a lie in my mouth.

      “Impossible.”

      “I’ll hide,” I plead. “I promise.” Given what I said to the twins a scant while earlier, my promises are proving to be cheap.

      “I could sooner leave my soul here than my mate. Now is not the time for weakness. You have to be strong.”

      The word ‘mate’ rings inside me in a completely unaccountable way. I’m too exhausted to question, but it does stir something. Reaching up, I take his proffered hand and rise to meet him. It almost feels like part of his strength comes into me as I do.

      No sooner am I on my feet than he lifts me bodily onto the waiting Varn. He’s behind me in an instant, and the sculpted steel of him sends a thrill through me. Telkar has saved me, and now, by his insistence, we’re firing off to save the two children who have come to live inside my heart.

      The beast ignites beneath us, and rolls in long, glorious strides. The rocking of her gallop, and the steady rhythm it produces between Telkar and I sends my mind flashing back to our incendiary tryst.

      “Where are we going,” I ask, as much to steady myself as anything.

      “Port Grieze,” he answers, his voice firm. “That’s where they are.”

      My certainty answers his. I’ve never really even heard of the place, but I know in an instant that’s where Malcin is. The shrouded form we left back at the palace could only have been that hateful, treacherous villain.

      As we cut a searing path across the countryside, I find myself praying for the safety of the children. Not that the God of my youth has any territory here among the Kiphians, but old habits die hard. In times of severest trial, we always reach for whatever comforting myths we can tell ourselves.

      But, I know that when we arrive, it will take far more than faith to gain what we need. Still, Telkar had already achieved the impossible. And I don’t just mean skimming down a rope to rescue me, then carrying me bodily as he scaled us up to safety.

      No, what this handsome, frustrating, powerful man has done is far more insurmountable. He’s won the trust I’ve guarded so jealously for years.

      And, more than that, my heart as well.
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      Ironclaw crests over a dune pockmarked with tall grass. Walls the color of a blood orange immediately come into view. They belong to a large estate with a central portico and vast wraparound porch stares majestically out into the glittering sea beyond.

      The mansion at Port Grieze. Home of the late Duke Synerak. And, if I have anything to say about it, the future home of my nephews.

      But I may be getting ahead of myself. I have underestimated that depravity of Lord Malcin. I cannot afford to make any more mistakes.

      Slowing Ironclaw to a canter, I whisper to Veira, “When we arrive, stay near me at all times.” In response, Veira sets her face into a mask of grim determination and simply nods.

      We approach the house from the side. Dismounting, I tether Ironclaw to a tree, well hidden in a small cluster of trees. We may need her for a quick escape. And, if we do, I need to return the King’s steed in one piece.

      “Keep low and keep behind me,” I tell Veira, who is valiantly trying to hide the pain and exhaustion she is feeling. Her eyes are pinched in discomfort, but she says nothing.

      Taking stock, I realize I don’t have much in the way of weapons. A knife, my two fists, and an unending well of rage. Let’s hope that’s all it takes.

      In single file, we walk-crouch our way through the sandy grasses until we come to the side of the mansion. Peering over the ornate railing, I see two goons guarding the main entrance.

      You can handle two at once.

      I leap over the railing and pull Veira up behind me. Keeping our backs to the wall, we sidle along until we can no longer conceal ourselves. The guard closest to us stands lazily, clearly not expecting a thing. Within two feet of him is a large clay urn planter, complete with an angry looking palm plant.

      Weapons cache just improved.

      In one motion, I scoop the bulbous planter up and over my head. The guard closest to it turns in surprise, hastily reaching for his weapon. He’s too late. With a yell, I swing the planter in a chopping motion. It catches the guard squarely in the chest. I can’t be sure, but a small vibration runs up my arms - I’ve broken a few bones in there to be sure.

      He crumples with a guttural sound, his face criss-crossed in pain. He won’t be getting up again anytime soon.

      But the move left one of my flanks open, and the other guard seizes his opportunity. Lunging forward, he draws his short sword across my side in one clean, diagonal slice. A ripple of pain cascades through me, blood following thereafter.

      “No!” I hear Veira cry out.

      In response, my rage intensifies. As the guard moves to reset his stance, I pull on his unarmed hand. The jerking motion pulls him off balance and near enough to me to get behind him.

      With all my might, I grab fistfuls of his uniform and forcibly slam him into a wall. Though he tries to scramble, I move my hand upward and lace my fingers into his hair.

      And then I just start pounding. His head and the wall connect. Over and over and over. Soon, the head beneath my hands turns mushy and pulpy. He’s beyond dead.

      I stop and let go. His body crumples to the porch floor. My rage pulses within, tuned to my rapid heartbeat. For a brief second, I catch Veira’s eye. In return, she looks horrified, but resigned. I turn away. She shouldn’t have seen that. The anger hinders my ability to speak. Only my killer instincts rule right now. I look away and to the now unguarded front door.

      Hands dripping and side pulsing with pain, I enter the mansion. I can sense Veira behind me, but still cannot face her gaze, so I decide not to look back.

      I enter the main foyer, a two-storied space with an inner gallery. The mansion has been empty for some time. Chalky muslin covers shroud hulking shapes of furniture and motes of dust hover in the beams of sunlight penetrating the windows that overlook the central space.

      Rooms of every size and description spider out from this main hub. Turning to my right, I hastily blaze through each room, opening doors. Seeing nothing, I move on, my panic rising with each empty room.

      At some point, I sense Veira is not immediately behind me. Though it registers, my body cannot stop its frantic search for the boys.

      Moments later, I’ve cleared the wing. Nothing. Traversing the foyer once more, I try the rooms off to the left. The third door opens to a small sitting room, empty but for a grimy chaise in the corner.

      Lying in a heap and clinging fiercely to each other are the boys. Abdiel has buried himself in his brother’s chest. It takes only a second to see, with heartbreaking clarity, their little wrist and feet are bound.

      Elio sees me first. “Uncie Tekkie! You here! Bad….Vee…she…”

      “Shhhh, I know, I know. Vee is just fine. Let’s get you out of here. You’ve both been so brave. I’m so proud of you,” I work at the knots in their bindings, uttering soft words over and over. Just like Vee always does. Speaking of Vee, where is she?

      “You really ought to have stayed home, Telkar. Your actions bring nothing but difficulties for those around you,” a voice says behind me. It’s tenor makes my blood run cold.

      Turning slowly, I see a pairing in the doorway. Malcin - his arm slung across Veira, a knife at her throat. The garish metal of the blade jumps in sickly relief against the gorgeous alabaster of her flesh.

      I raise my hands in supplication. Though my rage cries out in protest, sudden moves would not be advisable right now.

      “What do you want?” I say, keeping my voice low.

      “Your sister was really quite the character wasn’t she? Not content to disgrace herself once, she had to go and have two little brats,” Malcin says, his voice icy with derision. Veira keeps her eyes locked on my face.

      “As to what I want, it’s simple. I will spare your whore here if you make the boys perform a blood-binding ritual. If they promise to relinquish Port Grieze to me, all this will be over.”

      My breath catches. A blood-binding ritual is sacred. It is what bound Aralla to her vow never to marry as a priestess of the Order of the Divine Ones. Once made, it cannot be broken.

      Lord Malcin sees the comprehension register in my face. One side of his mouth curls upward in a loathsome sneer.

      He knows what this means. It’s precisely why he can demand it. If the boys perform this ritual, their futures are irrevocably ruined.
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      “Don’t do it. Whatever it is, don’t give in to him. We can go to Kravath. We can get justice,” I manage to croak, the knife digging deeper into the fabric of my neck. If Malcin makes one sideways movement, the blade will split it right open. I hold myself absurdly still.

      “Keep your whore mouth shut. You might live longer,” Malcin breathes menacingly in my ear. My ears pulse with my heartbeat.

      Ruddy crimson, highlighted with starry silver white.

      Teklar stands frozen, his large body shielding the boys from my view. I am grateful they cannot witness this. They have already been through enough in their short lives.

      “Didn’t think you had the gift of the gab, Telkar, but your plaything seems to be convinced you have valuable information. I’m here to tell you she doesn’t,” Malcin sneers, his voice a laser.

      Telkar speaks, his words almost a monotone, “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I mean that you have nothing to take to Kravath. No concrete proof of your sister’s murder. There’s not a shred of evidence that ties me to that business. As to this kidnapping, it’s your word against mine. Do you think anyone will listen to a human maid moonlighting as your mistress?”

      Despite all my fear, despite all that I’m about to lose, I force myself to get Telkar’s attention.

      See me. See my eyes. Don’t give in.

      Malcin speaks with the confidence of a man who has underestimated his prey. Hidden within the folds of my skirt are documents and evidence that I’m sure King Kravath would find very compelling indeed. If only I can get out from under this knife.

      I’m still reeling from how I did it. It’s almost like I don’t recognize the girl who was bold enough to defy her lover’s strict instructions, sneak into the mansion through a side door, and discover a room Malcin had been using as his private office.

      But today has not been an ordinary day. It stands to reason I am not my ordinary self. Once I had located the room and identified its purpose, the papers had been easy to scoop up and hide within my skirt pockets.

      The comm-pad is by far the most damning piece of evidence. Casually sitting on the desk, I was able to quickly scroll through the contents. Messages deploying goons to break into Aralla’s apartment, attack Telkar, kidnap myself and the boys. It was all there. All written with a nonchalance of someone who truly believes they are above the law.

      Nestled in my deepest side pocket, I feel its weight against my leg. Oh how I wish we could end this stand-off. I’ve never been a vengeful person, but the thought of seeing Malcin’s expression when confronted with it would be delicious beyond belief.

      Unfortunately, Telkar knows none of this. After stowing the comm-pad, I left the office in search of him and possibly the boys. It was then that Malcin had ambushed me at knifepoint and I found myself being led to where I stand now, moments away from either redemption or an untimely end.

      But redemption at what cost? I don’t understand this blood-bond Malcin wants, but it can’t be good for the twins. There has to be another way out of this….

      Think of something, Telkar. Don’t give in.

      I’m losing him. A look of agony sweeps across his face as he faces an impossible choice. Sacrifice the boys’ future or save my skin?

      “Perform the ritual and this is all over, Telkar. I just hope she’s worth it,” Malcin says, his voice becoming testy.

      “All right,” is all Telkar says. I shoot him a look, willing every cell in my body to send him my message.

      No! Don’t do this!

      “Good. I knew you’d see reason. You soldiers aren’t as dumb as you all look,” says Malcin. The knife, by just a touch, loosens against me.

      Telkar turns to retrieve the boys. I suppose he needs to explain the ritual to them. How I wish I could break free!

      “What the…” Telkar says, confusion in his voice. One of the boys is gone! Elio sits alone on the chaise, looking very pleased with himself.

      “I don’t understand. They were here a minute—-ah!” Malcin’s oily voice screeches upward as something attacks his leg. In that second of utter chaos, the knife leaves my throat and I’m able to bend forward.

      Using all my strength, I bring my elbow forward and then back in a violent motion. It hits Malcin squarely in his solar plexus and the air rushes out of him in a satisfying whoosh.

      “Oooof,” he oozes, his body folding like a chair.

      Pivoting my body to face him, I’m flabbergasted to see that little Abdiel is tethered to Malcin’s leg, his white nubby teeth squarely embedded in the man’s flesh. Like a wild raccoon, he won’t let go, despite Malcin’s flailing.

      I take advantage of Malcin’s inability to breathe to get Abdiel’s attention.

      “Way to go! Good job! Now come to me! Come to me now, Abdiel!” At the sound of my voice, Abdiel’s face slackens and he lets go of the leg. He reaches his arms out to me.

      “Vee! Vee! Bad man!”

      “I know, baby. He is. A very bad man.”

      Swooping in, I whisk him from further harm. He clings to my neck like a koala bear. Soon, I feel a thud as Elio crashes into my legs.

      But we are far from safe yet. Malcin has started to regain his breathing and he is spitting mad.

      “Aghh!” He yells, regrouping his strength and flying at me wildly with his knife.

      Telkar intervenes, kicking at Malcin’s wrist which crumples awkwardly. The knife goes flying out of reach.

      Malcin looks to the only exit - the door. Telkar reads his eyes and quickly positions his body there, blocking the exit.

      Like a trapped animal, Malcin’s eyes dart about the room, looking for options. He sees one a fraction of a second before Telkar does. Leaping wildly, Malcin makes a break for the large glass door that opens up onto a small stone balcony.

      Time, for just a moment, seems to slow, as if I can see what’s happening in slow motion. Using my body as a shield, I cover the boys as best as I can, hoping to minimize the impact.

      Telkar gives chase and the two men shatter through the window, sending crystalline shards flying.

      Sonic silver. Blend with mother of pearl. Ivory pigment.

      The shower of glass is strangely beautiful in the slow motion world, but quickly terrifying in the real world.

      Huddling with the boys, I shut my eyes against all of it.
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      My hands scrabbling for Malcin’s throat, we explode through the glass doors. Glass rains all around us, some of the glittering shards already stained with blood.

      My blood — and Malcin’s.

      The rage inside me roars back to life at knowing my enemy is before me. His blood may have been spilled but it is not yet enough, it will never be enough.

      We stagger onto a stone balcony, broken glass crunching beneath our boots. I get my balance before Malcin, and haul back my fist. With a satisfying thunk that makes my fury sing, I punch him in the face.

      He stumbles backward, grunting. Blood is pouring from his nose, splattering the once fine linen of his shirt. I think that will be enough to cow him, lazy nobleman that he is, but it isn’t. He steps back towards me, anger in his eyes.

      Anger? This bastard thinks he’s allowed to be angry, when he stole my mate and the children of my bloodline?

      I roar and whip a kick at Malcin’s legs. I’ve taken endless ruffians down like that, but somehow Malcin dodges it. He’s not as soft as I thought; I guess sometimes he does his own dirty work.

      Did he do the very deed I’m here to avenge?

      “You murdered my sister,” I spit. “I will see you dead for what you’ve done.”

      “I made her an offer first too,” he hisses, circling me. “I promised her an estate on the Third Isle, far from here. I promised her money. But she wouldn’t take any of it, the bitch. She made me kill her.”

      A crimson mist falls over my vision at his words. I can see Malcin with perfect clarity, the shadows on his face dark and oozing evil. He must not be allowed to live. I must have my revenge.

      I lunge at him, bringing my knee up to strike him in the stomach. He cries out in pain, with the last breath he has as it escapes his lungs. Pressing my advantage, I strike him again with my fist. And again. And again.

      Like with the guard on the way in, I can’t stop punching him. Every crunch of cartilage and give of flesh only pulls me further into the rage. He’s whimpering, then wailing. Catching myself momentarily, I throw him to the ground.

      Some part of me tells me to stop, that I’ve already won. But it’s too small. I shove my own meager protests aside, and stride to where I’ve thrown my enemy. Crouching over Malcin, I grin.

      “You were never going to escape my vengeance, Malcin,” I say, and I put my hands around his throat.

      Bearing down, I begin to strangle him. His eyes bulge and dart in panic. He’s trying to speak, his mouth moving uselessly. I won’t allow him air to talk, not ever again. I don’t want to hear another poisoned word fall from his worthless lips.

      “Telkar! Telkar, no! TELKAR!”

      Dimly, I hear a beautiful voice calling my name. It sounds so far away, I’m tempted to ignore it. I must finish what I’ve started, and end the life of the one who took my sister’s.

      “Telkar, please stop. Telkar, oh Telkar. Stop!”

      Veira. She’s the one calling for me, crying for me to stop choking the breath from Malcin’s lungs. She sounds sad, upset. I don’t want that. Even as I think as much, my hands tighten even further upon the murderer’s neck.

      “Telkar, no. You don’t want to kill a man in front of your nephews. I know you don’t. Telkar — come back to me.”

      A shining spear of light finally pierces my storm of righteous fury. The rage driving me onwards falters, and begins to drain from my limbs. I blink, as my hands loosen. Beneath me, Malcin’s face is purple, and his eyes are closed. I see a pulse, albeit faint, in his neck, and know he’s merely unconscious.

      The beast inside me whispers to finish what I’ve started, but it is no longer the only voice I hear. When I raise my head, I see the source of the voice that brought me back to my senses.

      Veira stands there, tear-tracks down her cheeks, with Abdiel and Elio clinging to her legs. They look at me wide-eyed, the very beginnings of fear in their shocked stares. My heart falls — I never want my nephews to be scared of me.

      Yet I made a promise to myself.

      “If I don’t kill him now, I’ll never get justice,” I tell Veira, despair suffusing me. I’ve lost the blind need to strangle Malcin, but I swore to myself I would make my sister’s killer pay. I can’t break that promise, to myself or to Aralla.

      “Telkar—” begins Veira.

      “You’re right, I don’t want to be a true monster,” I blurt out, pleadingly. “But I have to avenge Aralla. We have no proof to convict him — I end him now, or never.”

      “Just listen to me for a moment!” Veira cries, clasping her hands together so tightly the knuckles turn white. “We do have proof. I have proof.”

      I blink at her, uncomprehending, and a small smile replaces her alarmed expression. Dipping into her skirts, she pulls out a sleek, top-of-the-line comm-pad I’ve never seen before.

      Is that what I think it is?

      “Malcin’s comm-pad,” she tells me. “All his correspondence — every bit of it damning evidence — plain for everyone to see.”

      I gape at her for a heartbeat, before launching myself up and towards her. I rush across the scattered glass to where she stands, free of the mess. Over the two boys clinging to her knees, I embrace her.

      “You’ve saved me,” I mutter into her hair, emotion swamping me. “What you’ve made possible — it’s what Aralla would’ve wanted.”

      Unable to stop myself, I draw back and I kiss her. I’m half-afraid she’ll pull away, after seeing the darkest side of me, but by some miracle, she doesn’t. She kisses me back, her free hand coming up to stroke the back of my head.

      Her palm slides over my spine, which thrums.

      Yes, it seems to say. This is as it should be.

      I feel a small hand on my calf, and make myself pull back from Veira. Looking down I see Elio staring up at me, the fear I saw slowly leaving his eyes.

      As though we’re one being, Veira and I drop down in unison and embrace the boys. Our arms find each other, as a child clings to each of our necks.

      This little ball of people is everything in the world to me. Hugging Veira and Abdiel and Elio to me, I realize something. It’s so simple and easy, I can’t believe I didn’t know it before.

      This is my family.

      And with her forehead pressed against mine, I allow myself to hope that Veira feels the same way.
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      “It’s alright.”

      I look up to Telkar, not even a little convinced. Probably because our entire journey back to from Port Grieze, Malcin has been pouring out a steady stream of threats. While Telkar seems unconvinced, I’m unaccustomed to being cursed so readily by someone so far above my station.

      He even took the time to spit invective at Orik as we left the kids in the kitchen was harrowing. Not that Orik seemed to mind. Telkar said he knew a doomed man when he saw one.

      “If you think you’re going to get away with this, you’re fools.” Still bleeding in a few places, Malcin isn’t letting up. Telkar won’t even look at him. He just manhandles the battered advisor down the corridor toward the Council Chamber. As If my palms aren’t already sweating, my whole body goes numb as soon as we round the corner and I see the doors.

      Even if Malcin isn’t shaking, I am. It’s one thing to stand in front of our Queen in private audience, but to storm into open council? Whatever happens, I’m just hoping I don’t pass out.

      “Listen,” Malcin says as Telkar places a broad, flat palm on the door. “We can talk about this.” His tone has shifted, and he’s gone remarkably still. Telkar looks down at him with a completely unreadable expression.

      “Fuck you.”

      With that, he shoves the doors open with a flourish and we spill into the Council Chamber.

      The whole room starts as we head in, Telkar striding confidently, dragging the blood spattered Malcin along and flinging him to the floor. As he does, a chorus of gasps go up, and a number of the ruling faction leap to their feet. King Kravath among them.

      “What is the meaning of this, Telkar?” His voice is like thunder, and I immediately drop to a knee.

      “Your majesty,” Malcin cuts in from where he’s been thrown. “I demand satisfaction for this outrage. The head of your imperial guard assaulted me in my own home!” He tries to get to his feet, but with a well-placed foot, Telkar shoves him back to the floor. Again, the whole chamber rumbles with dissatisfaction.

      I really am going to pass out.

      “My King,” Telkar intones with a broad, even voice, “may I have leave to speak?”

      “You may not,” Kravath snaps. His denial shoots like steel into my spine, and I clench my fists so hard, I just might cut my palms with my nails. “To batter a Royal Advisor is a serious offense, Telkar, and earns strict punishment.”

      “And what about murder,” Telkar fires back. “What’s the punishment for that?” An uneasy shift riffles through the room, accompanied by a storm of whispers. Kravath shifts his weight, eyeing my man.

      “What do you mean?”

      “My Lord, this man has come to deceive you!” Again, Malcin tries to rise, but this time Telkar cuffs him across the cheek with a tremendous backhand.

      “You dare to strike my advisor in my presence,” the King snarls.

      “I dare to strike the man who murdered my sister and endangered two heirs of noble lineage.” Uproar breaks out, but King Kravath holds up a hand, a look of pure danger on his face.

      “Be careful what you say, Telkar.”

      “I vow it, my liege. This man,” he says, pointing hard at the scrubbling Malcin and pacing into the center of the chamber, “is responsible for the murder of my sister, Aralla. The twins she bore are the sons of Duke Synerak of Port Grieze, of whose murder I also accuse this man.”

      “Lies,” Malcin roars. Undaunted, Telkar sets his case.

      “Their secret affair saw her expelled from her order. Malcin knew that if the birthright of these children came to light, he would lose his position and inheritance. As such, he oversaw the deaths of two members of the nobility, kidnapped my love here,” he gestured back to me, “and attempted the assassination of two innocent children.”

      “Weighty accusations,” King Kravath says, very still.

      “Madness,” Malcin sputters, getting unsteadily to his feet at last. “Lies, conspiracies and outright machinations to ruin me. I ask you,” he sneers, turning to Telkar, “do you have a single shred of proof to support your claim?”

      “I do not,” Telkar says simply. Malcin beams in triumph as the room descends into a chaos of voices. At last, Telkar holds up his right hand. As quiet falls, he gestures to me. “But she does.”

      Every eye in the room fixes on me. From the satchel at my side, I draw out the comm pad we took from Port Grieze. On seeing it, Malcin’s face goes thin and ashen. Stalking past him, I place the evidence in Telkar’s hand, and he delivers it to the waiting palm of our regent.

      As Kravath reads, his face darkens and his breath comes in hot. Malcin sinks to his knees, and Telkar comes to take his place beside me. Pride swells in my chest that I have had any part in bringing this terrible crime to light. I only hope that justice is served, and that Telkar can finally get the peace he craves.

      “This is clear,” Kravath says when he has finished. “And damning.” He holds the pad high as if to witness for the whole assembly what he has found. “Every word of accusation has been made good, and the manifest treasons of Malcin sit heavily upon his shoulders. Telkar?”

      The King steps forward from his throne, beckoning Telkar to come to him. The room has gone completely silent, so Telkar’s steps reverberate as he crosses to kneel in front of his lord. Kravath holds his hand over the crown of Telkar’s head, an air of strange, ritualistic formality to their exchange.

      “For the injuries done you, the strictures of our Kingdom afford you the recompense of blood.”

      “I know it, and am grateful.”

      “I hereby award you with the weight of vengeance, to be executed at your will.”

      “I receive it with a humble heart.” With that, Telkar stands and turns to face the sniveling creature who has wrought so much misery. Drawing his sword, he comes to stand directly in front of the disgraced, sentenced advisor.

      “Malcin,” he says, “it is wholly within my right to shed your blood here in the chamber of laws. To snatch from you the remnant of your life, even as you have cruelly ended other lives for your own gain. But.”

      My heart snaps to attention at that ‘but.’ Every body in the room leans forward, and even Malcin looks up to lock eyes with his executioner.

      “I will spare your life,” Telkar says, turning back to Kravath. “Upon conditions.”

      “Name them.” With the royal permission, Telkar looks at me with a shade of benevolent pride that I could never have anticipated.

      “I request that, in exchange for his life, Malcin of Point Grieze be stripped of his title, his lands and his wealth. He is to live in exile, a pariah to his land and to his people, living out his days full in the knowledge and cost of his crimes.”

      “You mean,” the King intones, “you’ll give him his life in exchange for his eternal banishment?” With that, Telkar turns and kneels.

      “This is my request.”
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      Even on my knee, in the midst of sparing the bastard’s life, I know that what I’m doing is far worse. To a craven, hateful monster like Malcin, losing everything is far worse than death. He’s spent the whole of his life ensuring that he knows nothing but luxury and comfort, and I’m ripping all of that away from him.

      Is that not worse than death?

      “Be it so,” Kravath announces above me. I can’t help smiling, and steal a look back over my shoulder to watch Malcin’s face. He looks stricken. Bereft. Exactly as I would have it. As he shudders there, Kravath calls over a scribe to emblazon his words on paper to make them official.

      “Malcin of Point Grieze, you are forthwith stripped of your title and all worldly possessions. You will be provided garments of penury, led to the limits of the Ocean Kingdom, and set into exile. If ever your hated trunk be found in our dominions, the moment is your death.”

      The hot wax is smeared at the bottom of the scroll, and Kravath uses his ring to impress his seal of state. In this world of screens and pads, there’s something remarkably final about a gesture as old as our people.

      “Your highness,” Malcin wails, scrambling to his feet. “There is a plot! I’ve always served you faithfully, you know that!” I can’t resist rising to my full height and taking my place at Kravath’s side. It provides ample room for the cretin to throw himself before us.

      “I will not hear you,” Kravath says, turning to head back to his throne. Malcin lashes out and grabs the tail of his royal garment, eliciting a horrified gasp from the assembly as it arrests our Lord’s steps. For my part, I let out a burst of laughter before catching myself and resuming my composure.

      “My liege,” he blubbers, clearly realizing from the fire in Kravath’s eyes the degree to which he’s screwed himself. “If you would only stop a moment to think…”

      “Think,” the King bellows, stepping forward with such authority Malcin tumbles backward in recoil. “Are you suggesting that I’m not thinking?”

      “No, your grace. I would never presume…”

      “It seems to me you have presumed too far. Now,” he waves an impatient arm at the guards who have been standing thunderstruck, “get this fucker out of my sight.” At the expletive, the whole place swells in applause. It’s a rare breach of decorum, and Kravath demonstrably revels in it.

      “Please. Please?” As Malcin is ungently wrestled to his feet by a pair of burly guards, I can’t help smiling to myself. It’s sorely tempting to step forward and get in one last solid blow in memory of my sister. I spared his life, after all.

      Instead, as the whole court watches, the simpering mess is dragged from the hall, sobbing in disgrace the entire way. When the doors clap shut, I finally steal my eyes over to look at Veira. She looks like a leaf in the wind, and my heart falters just a bit, even in my triumph. I may be well at home among such powerful company, but I feel my absence from her side like an open wound.

      “Telkar?”

      “My lord?” For some reason, I can’t bring myself to look back to face the master of our realm. My eyes stay fixed on the face of my mate, lost in this sea of power.

      “Now that that is settled, can we please return to the business of the state?”

      “Not yet,” I say before I can think. Veira’s eyes flare, and the whole council rumbles unsteadily. I’ve already caused a fair amount of chaos, but since I’ve got the ear of the whole ruling party, why not get everything out in the open. Turning to face Kravath, I meet the arched eyebrow he has waiting for me.

      “Not?”

      “No, my King. There is the question of Elio and Abdiel. They are due an inheritance, but you have to recognize their legitimacy.”

      “Do I?” The words come out almost as a challenge, but there’s a hint of mirth on his face that’s undeniable.

      “Yes,” I say with finality. “My sister was ejected from her order for succumbing to the genuine love of a man of nobility. Had circumstances been different, I have no doubt that they would, in time, have become a couple to do the kingdom proud. With Malcin gone, I think it’s only fitting that they should step into their birthright.”

      With a slight smirk, the King looks back to Queen Liara, who has been sitting all this while with a coy smile on her face. She nods lightly, and my heart swells as Kravath turns back to face me.

      “Agreed. The children will be instituted in the lands and titles they are justly due.” Then, leaning forward with a strange twinkle in his eye, he says, “anything else?”

      “Yes.” My own voice sounds strange on my lips. Quiet in a way that is unhelpful to the life of a soldier. “Lord Kravath, I ask your permission to marry Veira. Wedding a human is irregular, but as you yourself can attest, there are instances.” A fresh burst of voices roils up around us, and I turn back to look at my mate.

      Her lips are parted, her mouth hanging just open in a look of complete surprise. I almost laugh at it, struck by the fact that she could imagine our lives were pointed in any other direction.

      “She is my mate,” I say. “I can feel it. I’ve felt it from the very beginning, and I am certain that the priestesses will confirm it. What we share is larger than lust, affection or mere desire. We are fated to each other.” Turning back to Kravath, I look him squarely in the eye.

      “And, my liege, I know you know.”

      The room is as tight as a drawn bow. The kind of holy stillness that threatens to split a spirit wide open unless relief is given. Kravath looks at me hard, his eyes suddenly enigmatic. Then, all at once, he pulls me into a tight embrace and lets out a roar of satisfied laughter.

      All my senses burst at once, and water stings at my eyes. If I had ever been given to displays of emotion, I would melt on the spot. In an instant, Kravath turns me loose and I reel around to face Veira.

      I should have warned her. I should have said something before now.

      She wavers on her feet as if about to topple headlong to the floor. The comfort I can take is that I would swoop to catch her before the stones dared to bruise her delicate skin. It’s a vow I make to myself for the rest of our lives.

      “That is,” I say, taking a tentative step toward her, “if she will have me.”
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      My ears are ringing. I’m numb all over. My heart feels like it might crack my ribs with racing, and the edges of my vision flirt with greyness and stars.

      I’m dreaming. I fainted, and this is all a fantasy.

      Telkar faces me, a funny kind of smile on his face. Behind him, Kravath is nearly doubled over with laughter. On a throne over his shoulder, I can see Liara, beaming in quiet pride. It all feels more unreal than I can possibly express.

      I shake my head, in a vain attempt to straighten out my thoughts. It was one thing to see that heathen monster dragged away – my would-be murderer completely debased right in front of me. If that had been the day, I would have been able to sleep soundly when the whole thing wrapped up. But this?

      Kravath wants to marry me.

      He’s spoken the intention before the whole of our ruling council. Moreover, he’s asked for royal permission.

      Further even than that, he says I’m his fated mate. It’s insane, but in the moment of his saying that, it was like a locked cabinet inside me splintered open, and a blinding light came searing forth into every corner of my being.

      Destiny. The thing I’ve been denying myself from the first moment he called to me in that hallway. The first brush of our fingers. That dark, delicious crush of our bodies as we held each other for the first time.

      “My consent,” Kravath gasps when he can find his breath. “Telkar, I grant it with all joy. If you feel what has called inside me, then you know it’s undeniable. I grant you this human woman without reservation.”

      “Not only that,” Liara says, rising from her seat, “I wish her joy as well.” I find her eyes, and find a kind of complicity shaded behind them. “From the first I saw the bond. I recognized it.”

      “Then be it so.” Kravath claps loudly, and every lord in the chamber joins in a rousing cacophony of applause. My eyes blear, but not with tears. Something far greater is happening inside me. When I finally focus again, all I can see is Telkar. He looks every bit as bemused and bewildered as I am.

      “Thank you, Kravath,” he says, correcting himself. “My liege. You have…” No words come. Not that I can blame him. If I were called upon to speak right now, it would be better if the stones beneath me opened up and swallowed me.

      “Just get her out of here,” the King says, patting him on the shoulder. “We do have business to attend to.”

      In a whirlwind, I find myself shepherded toward the door. Telkar’s hand burns on the small of my back, and each unsteady step feels as if I’m climbing an inch further from the floor. It’s impossible to tell if it’s the clapping of the councilors, or the rushing of my own pulse roaring in my ears.

      Only when the doors have clapped shut behind us does it all begin to sink in. Turning on giddy feet, I find that Telkar is on his knees. He looks up to me with eyes clearer than I could ever have anticipated.

      I’ve seen rage behind them. I’ve seen passion. I’ve seen affection that made my blood come up short in my veins. This is something else again.

      “Veira,” he says, his voice ringing in my very core, “forgive me.” I can’t help letting a mawkish laugh snap out into the stillness of the corridor.

      “For what,” I ask, breathless.

      “I should have spoken to you first. Not only about the marriage, but about us.” He opens his mouth, but nothing comes.

      “Being mates,” I ask.

      “Yes. Forgive me. Standing in front of the council was the last place you should have heard such things. But, Kravath was in a giving mood, and I couldn’t risk letting the moment slip by. He can be so fickle, so mercurial, and this was too much to risk.”

      “Was it?” The words come out sounding like a challenge, but that’s so far from what I intend. It just all feels so new that I half worry that all my dreams will be ripped away before I’ve wrapped myself in them.

      “Far too much,” he says quickly. “The whole journey back, I warred with myself over it, but I would rather have been damned than to have spoken of it in front of Malcin. He would only have poisoned it.”

      “No, he couldn’t,” I say. As soon as I do, Telkar goes still. His eyes go wide, and his mouth opens just a bit. It takes everything I have to keep from seizing his face and sealing those lips with mine.

      “He couldn’t?”

      “Telkar…” My mouth is drier than I could ever have imagined. Swallowing hard, and licking my lips, I lay out the burden that has been sitting in my heart for what feels like my whole life.

      “I love you. I think I did from the very first. You terrified me, but in a way that moved parts of me I didn’t know existed. In the time we’ve spent together I’ve seen your joy, your anguish, your fury, and a level of ferocity that has left me breathless…”

      “And?”

      “And through it all, I’ve never felt more safe. More cared for. More cherished. Telkar, if I were to turn my back on you now, I would be the biggest fool there ever was.

      Leaping up, he collects me in his arms and holds me tightly. Even in the gentleness of his embrace, I can feel the reserves of power. All that he has to offer, and all that I stand to reap.

      “Veira, I love you. More than I ever thought possible. The whole of my life has been spent in single pursuits – to the point where it never occurred to me what it might be like to care for another person beyond duty. I’ve always known that I would lay down my life for Kravath because I was bound to.”

      “Yes,” I say, turning until I can look full into his face. “And now?” For the first time, I see tears line his eyes. Not the tears of rage, but of pure, helpless abandon.

      “I would lay down my life for your asking. When I flung myself over that cliffside, it wasn’t even really because I thought I would be able to save you. It was because I knew if you fell, then I would fall too. Because living without you would be impossible.”

      At last, I stretched up and took his lips to mine. A radiant glow emanated from the kiss, swelling into every porch and recess of my body. Snaking my hands up, I wreathed my arms around his neck until I hung from him like a medallion. In the passion and answer of his kiss, I knew that he felt every drop of what I did.

      Perhaps even more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Thirty-Four

          

          

      

    

    







            Telkar

          

        

      

    

    
      The air smells sweeter out here. Maybe it’s a figment of my imagination. It could also be the lack of proximity to the stables and barracks of training soldiers.

      “Will his regency be joining us?” Peering through the doors onto our balcony, I catch a glimpse of Veira standing in the sunlight. If it’s possible, she’s even more radiant than she was during the ceremony. Perhaps it’s the golden rays of the setting sun setting fire to the simple, sumptuous dress she wore to seal her life to mine.

      She’s a magician with color, and the day has proven it. The full sunlight on our garden was one thing, but I feel certain her gown was chosen for this moment.

      “Better get out there,” Orik says, winking as he fills a pair of goblets with wine. I’ve looked at him for years, but it wasn’t until Viera engaged with him that I realized the depth of what this man carries. He’s a natural and affectionate caretaker, and I’m powerfully grateful that he’s accepted her invitation to join us at Point Grieze.

      “What took you so long,” my bride asks in feigned petulance as I join them under the setting sun.

      “Nothing important,” I say.

      “Nothing important?” Her eyebrows shoot up, and she sizes me up with a mischievous grin. “From now on, I’d say that only the most important things should keep you from us. Isn’t that right?” The twin boys at her side frown up at me with the perfect simulacrum of sternness.

      “That’s right,” Elio scowls, huffing his arms tightly across his chest. “I command it!”

      I bite my cheek to keep from laughing in the young Duke’s face, and Veira rolls her eyes. The little tyrants have been making their new station known all day, barely deigning to scatter flowers as we made our way toward the priestess. Abdiel very nearly refused to surrender the rings we exchanged.

      Barely a week into their rule, and they’ve proven to be difficult masters. Thankfully, my new position as regent over them should allow a bit of leash as they grow into themselves. After so many years crafting young men to offer the best of themselves, I only hope I have what it takes to guide them.

      “Here, my love,” I say, passing a chalice to Veira. Raising mine to hers, I look deeply into those eyes that have come to mean worlds to me. “To love.”

      “To love,” she repeats, her face softer than the fading light.

      “Love? Blugh!” Abdiel doubles over, mimicking vomiting noises, and suddenly the two toddler noblemen begin to scoff and stagger at the notion of it all. Veira loses herself in a broad open laugh – such a far cry from the meek, frightened creature I first met. She’s blossomed into pure, graceful ease.

      The whole of my life is going to be dedicated to ensuring she never needs to feel any other way.

      “Alright,” Orik says, easing out onto the balcony. “With his regency’s permission, I’ll see to tucking the Dukes in. They’ve had a mountain of a day.”

      “I defer to her ladyship,” I say, slyly shifting to her the blame of an early retirement for our two, precocious charges.

      “With all my heart.” With the grand parody of a bow, she takes a knee to hug the little devils and smother their faces in kisses. Whatever complaints they may have melt under the weight of her affection, and they’re duly ushered off with their gruff handler. No doubt, he’ll fill their ears with tall stories as they settle off to sleep.

      In the first true moment of quiet we’ve shared since our union, Veira and I look out across our new, expansive home.

      “Pinch me,” she whispers.

      “What’s that?” Her request makes me smirk in spite of our tranquility.

      “Oh, nothing. It’s just, humans always use that as a way to tell if they’re dreaming. I guess, if you pinch yourself, you’re supposed to wake up.”

      “Is that a fact?” Placing my hands on the delicate angle of her hips, I tuck myself behind her and whisper with hot breath just behind her ear. “Where would you like me to pinch you?” My lingering taunt has exactly the desired effect. Her whole body bristles against me, elongating and reaching back for me.

      “Everywhere.” Reaching her chin around, I kiss her in a way that would never have passed in front of the priestess. Sneaking a hand around to the perfect softness of her belly, I pull her back to me until she can’t help but feel the growing hardness I have for her. The promise I can offer of our wedding night.

      “God, Telkar,” she breathes as her lips part from mine. Leaning her forward with steady hands, I guide her to grip the railing of our balcony, looking down as servants continue clearing away the chairs from our modest ceremony.

      Dragging my fingers up along the fine boning of her bodice, I begin to work at the buttons running down the back. Beginning just between her shoulders, I make my way down in a slow, deliberate line. As I do, goosebumps break out across her shoulders, and her breath comes in with heavy, almost desperate sighs.

      “Please,” she whispers.

      When at last the buttons are all undone, I reach up to slide the silken straps down over those disastrously creamy shoulders. Her arms slip through the eyes, unfurling like pale, slender ferns as they rise free of the gown. It slips down around her feet, and she turns to meet me, clad only in a light, clingy negligee.

      Despite being cinched beneath the marvelous, curve hugging carapace of her dress, it hangs smoothly over her, revealing every bump and ridge of her excited body. The two points of her breasts invite me, and as I reach for them she catches my hands with infinite gentleness.

      Guiding them back down to my sides, she weaves those same fingers up to work at the buttons of my shirt. My breath echoes hers as I realize the sweet, thrilling pleasure of rendering up control. Letting her seduce me in the act of taking away my clothes.

      As the line of my chest opens to her, she leans in to plant a kiss in the center of my chest, her tongue flicking in a way that sets my skin aflame. Coming in again to deepen her kiss, I catch her lightly by the shoulders and ease her back. When her eyes meet mine, they’re hungry. Furious with denial.

      “Fair is fair,” I say. “If I can’t kiss your skin, then why should you be able to kiss mine?” A perfect demon flares up behind her liquid pupils, rich with the challenge.

      “Fair is fair.”

      With cautious fingers, she reaches up and slides my shirt off of my shoulders. Only then do I dip my head to taste her mouth again. Even as I do, a light sound – like the flapping of wings – rises up from the courtyard.

      Looking down, we see that the servants have stopped their chores and are beaming up at us, applauding our union. Veira flushes down to the top of her negligee, that perfectly pale skin surrendering to a rich, overpowering rose.

      With that, I sweep her into my arms and step back toward the doors leading back into our chamber. The wait has been far too long, even though we have the rest of our lives to share in pleasure.
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      My arm dangles languidly over the top of his shoulder as he holds me close. In his strong arms, I feel like I weigh nothing at all. Telkar’s face nuzzles my neck as he carries me from the balcony, over the threshold, and into the vast bedroom suite beyond.

      Peach laced with indigo. Transition to cobalt and tawny gray…

      Within the room, the light behaves differently from the pastel overtones of the setting sun. Here, the light is isolated, only falling in small patches, the corners of the plush bedroom cloaked in shadow.

      A conscientious person (I’m guessing Orik) has lit fragrant candles throughout the space. The pockets of light bounce and slide off Telkar’s burnished skin.

      “Careful, it’s dark in here,” I warn, letting one finger idly touch the tip of his spine. His breath hisses in through his teeth as tiny ripples of pleasure wash through him.

      “I got you. I won’t let go,” he whispers, crossing the room in only a few steps. He reaches the side of the four-poster bed, an inviting expanse of white sheets so soft you can get lost in them. From the bed’s frame hang diaphanous curtains which have been pulled back but flutter in the warm breeze that slides silkily in from the balcony door.

      Craning his neck forward, Telkar gives me a kiss, deep and warm. Our tongues meet and dance, hungry and eager. But, neither one of us wants to rush. This night is to be savored.

      As we kiss, Teklar eases me onto the bed, his arms taut and wiry. I long to trace my fingers along his tattoos, learning the story of each and every one.

      Our kissing intensifies as Teklar props his body over mine, his arms scooping under my back bringing our bodies together. A languorous warmth washes over me as our skin imitates our kissing.

      Reaching up, I dance my fingers down his spine, giving him only the lightest touches. He groans in pleasure. Sliding up my back, he reaches the clasp of my negligee and deftly unsnaps it. As he pulls his hands out from under me, he gently takes the negligee with him, leaving me entirely naked.

      I see his eyes widen as they come free and his mouth falls on them, causing me to gasp with pleasure. His tongue finds a nipple and I feel it grow hard in his warm mouth. My back arches to meet him while my hands edge to his pants, feeling the bulge of his cock straining against the finely woven fabric.

      His mouth still on my breast, he reaches down to help me, eager to free himself of his clothing. Soon, his glorious naked self lies between my legs, more warmth radiating between us.

      Bracing himself, he traces his tongue down the curve of my breast and down my navel. The contrast of his hot breath and the cold of the breeze makes me shiver deliciously.

      That, and the path he’s taking. Already, I can feel my pussy get wet in anticipation.

      Taking his time, he uses his front teeth to nip at my skin. I gasp and giggle at the sensation. He intensifies his love bites, until I’m swatting at him and laughing at him to stop.

      In response, he plunges his face into my clit, causing me to call out in luscious surprise.

      “Oh!” Surges of sensation rocket up from his tongue and throughout my body. Hungrily, he begins to lap at me, his hands gripping my ass. Closing my eyes, I finger my nipple as my hips begin to rock in time with his tongue. The warmth grows, expands and, just when I can’t take it any longer….

      “Ah!” The orgasm tears through me and I writhe in delicious ecstasy as he slows down and pulls his face away.

      Over my rapid breathing, I look at him. His face is open and joyful, his eyes suffused with love.

      “Stay…stay just like that,” I say, another overwhelming urge (this one of a different nature) overtaking me.

      “Wha…?” His brow crinkles in confusion.

      “I can’t resist. You look so perfect. The light…” I trail off as I scramble to the corner of the room where my easel, paint set and brushes lie.

      Hurriedly, I try to assemble what I need. I have to capture his face on canvas. Right here, right now.

      He leaves the bed and approaches me.

      “Don’t! No! The light was perfect! Your face!” I protest weakly, laughing as he swings his huge arms around my naked body from behind, kissing at my neck. His hard cock nudges at the small of my back.

      “Paint me later. I want you now,” he purrs into my ear.

      Before I can stop myself, I flick a paintbrush, suffused with white paint, at him. It leaves a streak on his upper arm, standing out in stark relief from his skin.

      His eyes blaze with mirth.

      “Hey! I thought you wanted to paint me, not paint me!” He grabs another brush and dips it into a nearby paint pot. A slash of succulent purple crosses my breast. I squeal with delight.

      “You think you have some talent, do you?” I laugh, splatting him once again with the white paint.

      He retaliates with more purple paint, the cool pigment sending goosebumps up my arms.

      Soon, we are an unholy mess, the paint flying in all directions. We whirl and whip it at each other, hitting furniture, walls and everything in between in the process.

      I try to push back the thought of what this will all look like in the morning…

      Suddenly, Teklar throws his brush to the carpet, leaving a purple stain. Grabbing me in his arms, he kisses me with such hunger, my knees go weak.

      “I want you…now,” he breathes, in between kisses. The paint between us meshes and mixes.

      Pearl white. Mulberry purple. Eliding into amethyst.

      A finger slips into me, the wetness still there and ready for him. Breaking his kiss, Teklar wraps his arms around me, pulling me upward. We begin to move, stopping only when we hit my  easel. It leans into the near wall, but then stops, acting as a brace.

      It’s good enough for us. Lifting one of my legs, he opens me wide. With a look he asks if I am ready. A nod is all I can give him, words having left me seconds ago.

      “Uhhhh,” his throat burbles as he thrusts deep within me, a shockwave from my earlier orgasm tearing through me.

      For half a second, he stays absolutely still, just enjoying the mating bond that is now fully embodied between us.

      And then he begins, slowly, to thrust. The easel, to my amazement, steadies our weight, as his propelling body increases its rhythm.

      My head leans back in pleasure, my hair getting tinted by the paint. The abandon of our lovemaking is almost as intoxicating as the lovemaking itself.

      Almost.

      He begins to speed up, his jaw set, his neck muscles bulging. I can feel the wellspring within him begin to build.

      “I…love…you,” I say, as our bodies combine and pull away, combine and pull away.

      “As…do…I,” he relies. In a flurry, his hips become a blur.

      “Ah!” His head flies back as his body shakes with the paroxysm of his orgasm. I cling to him as pleasure ripples deep within me.

      The room goes quiet, the only sound, our slowing breathing.

      Reaching up, I pull my head back, smoothing the hair out of his eyes.

      “You’ll have to do better at sitting for portrait sessions next time,” I say, laughter in my eyes.

      “Anything you say,” he replies, his voice hazy.

      Looking around, I note the utter destruction of the room. Gobs of paint are everywhere.

      “Looks like we’ve made our mark,” I giggle, nuzzling his neck.

      He locks eyes with me, the love between us palpable and alive.

      “We’re just getting started.”

      

      The End but to get exclusive content and sneak peeks, join my newsletter here: https://www.subscribepage.com/AthenaStorm
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      Softly falling snow whinnies away the sound of my footsteps as I creep around the edge of our perimeter. The sky overhead is a solid sheet of gray, reflecting the lighting of our camp and creating the illusion that it’s much earlier in the evening than the actual hour of midnight.

      Snow keeps creeping into the hole in my boot. I have to get Sipri to cobble it for me again. Right now I’m moving, so body heat melts the snow as fast as it can pack itself in, but if I have to stay in one place for any length of time I’m at risk of frostbite.

      While my Kreetu flesh is durable compared to other Sapient species, I’m still just as vulnerable to the cold as anyone.

      Which makes out here in the wilderness the worst possible place to be. But orders are orders. We’ve been told that the communications tower, a vaguely conical collection of steel support struts and satellite dish relays, cannot be allowed to fall into enemy hands.

      I glance up at it on my rounds, looming dark against the steel gray sky. While I intend to do anything possible to gain access to it—I’m a soldier and I carry out my missions no matter what—at the same time I’d shed no tears if the Alliance blew it up tomorrow. Then we could get out of this freezing hell.

      Hell. An interesting concept. The Ataxian religion has no such thing. Everyone, no matter how wicked, has a chance for immortality if they pay their penance to the goddess.

      Usually if someone is unworthy of paradise at her side they are sent back to this life to try anew.

      I often wonder how many times I’ve been sent back. Maybe none, maybe a thousand. But I doubt I will be allowed in once I breathe my last. I’ve done too much, seen too much, and my heart is a cold lump of iron in my chest.

      All I have is being a soldier, a Skulker, to be exact. I can walk across a branch no thicker than the width of my finger without stirring a leaf, or tromp through the snow with nary a sound.

      Not much I can do about my footprints, but the falling snow will fill them in soon enough. I crouch down and check my tripwires, and see that they are intact. So far, so good. My feeble traps won’t stop more than a few of the Alliance brutes across the field, but every little bit helps.

      Right now this system is ground zero for one of the most brutal and pervasive battles ever fought between the Coalition and the Alliance. Armstrong, the only inhabitable planet, is but one arena in which this contest will be decided. It was colonized and built up by the Interstellar Human Confederation a hundred years ago.

      They had built up large cities and harnessed the planet to their will. The planet had helped them become fruitful and multiply till there were over a billion souls on the planet.

      And yet months ago the fleets of both sides reduced most of the cities on this planet to rubble. Now it’s time for the ground pounders to come in and secure the territory, but the Alliance are just as determined—or stubborn—as we are.

      I can see their campfires across the roughly half mile separating our two lines. For the first few weeks we were deployed here, the fighting was intense. Most of my original unit was killed, and I wound up being reassigned to one of the reinforcing companies air dropped down to take that precious comm tower.

      But there will be no more reinforcements from either side. From what reports are making it in, both the Alliance and the Coalition are spread very thin. The IHC has by and large given up on Armstrong as a loss, and turned their attention to trying to wrest Luvon from the clutches of the Kraaj. There will be no reinforcements because there are simply none to be had.

      So it’s become a battle of attrition. We’ve taken to burning our dead rather than burying them, so the opposition won’t have any idea how many we’ve lost. They thought it was such a good idea that they have been doing the same.

      I’ve skulked around their perimeter somewhat, but getting an accurate count is difficult with everyone bundled up in similar heavy coats. I mean, you can discern Vakutan from Pi’Rell, but that’s about it.

      One thing is for certain sure. The only way that either of us is going to capture that tower is with a ton of bloodshed, on both sides. So far, neither of our commanders has given such an order, but that could always change. The pressure is on from further up the chain of command, and I know that our CO, Riven, is at wit’s end.

      I freeze—no pun intended—under the wide boughs of an evergreen tree. Peering intently across the snowy field, I notice a lot of activity on the Alliance side. They could be gearing up for an assault, or they could be building bulwarks or better shelter.

      It’s impossible to tell, and my far seeing lenses can’t penetrate the high walls of snow they’ve build around their camp.

      Our walls aren’t quite as high, but it’s not like they stop bullets anyway, just visuals. There’s no point in building up another few feet, and besides, the way it keeps snowing our defenses, such as they are, will continue to accrue.

      Creeping back to our own line, I clamber over the snow and ice wall and nearly get skewered by a skinny Grolgath youth. My hand catches around the barrel of his rifle and carefully pushes the business end of his bayonet away.

      “Careful, Jinn. I’m friend, not foe.”

      He sneers and snatches his weapon out of my grip.

      “You don’t have any friends, Gar.”

      “I did. They died.”

      Jinn looks away from me, guilt writ large over his features. I don’t care either way, really, but I said what I did to get him to shut up.

      This new unit are a bunch of cry babies. Complaining about the cold, about the fighting, about damn near everything. They would rather sit by the fire and play hands of Twonk than bolster our defenses or sharpen their skills through training.

      Am I a killjoy? Perhaps, but I’m also alive. Something they won’t be for long if they don’t pull their heads out of the snow and realize that this is war.

      I trudge through the compacted snow which has already been tamped down by hundreds of feet until I reach the command tent. Riven is inside, poring over a series of maps while the generator cranks out warm air. As a commander, he has a few luxuries in his tent that the rest of us do not. Power has been a constant problem, so he’s been eschewing his data pad in favor of physical maps.

      He looks up at me when I enter amid  gust of chill air. Riven is an older Grolgath, his flesh stretched tight over thin bones. Like the rest of us, he has been on half rations for some time.

      “What is it, Gar?”

      “The Alliance may be mustering for an attack.”

      He nods sagely and goes back to his maps.

      “I thought that they might, after you informed me the other day of their new commander.”

      “He’s a Vakutan, so he probably thinks he’ll find glory in overrunning us.”

      Riven chuckles and motions me closer.

      “See this?” His finger traces a blue line across the map.

      “Yes. Looks like a river or a stream.”

      “It’s a river, but it only shows up during the thaw in springtime. Guess where our foes have put up their camp?”

      I don’t share his elation. Spring is a long time off.

      “A strategic advantage, to be sure.”

      Riven shakes his white head of hair.

      “A cold assessment as always. It is no wonder that the cold doesn’t bother you, with ice water running through your veins.”

      I can’t keep a sneer from twitching across my face.

      “The cold bothers me, I just don’t see the point in complaining about it.”

      We both start when the sound of gunfire reaches our ears. I grab my rife and head toward the tent flap, but Riven calls out to me.

      “Stop. You will not take part in the defense.”

      I turn and glare at him, aghast.

      “But…”

      “No buts. You are my last remaining Skulker. I’m not going to lose you on some pointless errand.”

      “Our men are dying, Riven.”

      His eyes narrow at my informal use of his name.

      “Yes, they are, but they will hold the line. The Alliance commander is just probing our defenses, as we knew he would. Besides, I have another mission for you.”

      I want to ignore him and run out to join the others on the front line. It doesn’t seem right that I am in here, safe, while they face possible death at the hands of the Alliance scum. But one more gun wouldn’t make much difference.

      “Very well, sir, I am at your disposal.”

      Riven sighs, and sinks into his chair. Every shot, every scream, tears him to the core. Not for the first time, I think of how happy I am not to be in command.

      “As you know, Dr. Filakas has been fighting an illness in his chest.”

      I nod.

      “The  humans call it pneumonia, I believe.”

      “Quite right. He lapsed into a coma last evening. I haven’t been able to wake him from it and he’s getting weaker by the minute.”

      “I see, sir.” What does he want? For me to provide the good doctor with the final mercy?

      “No, I think that you do not. We won’t last the winter without a physician, the Alliance be damned, and from the sound of things we’re going to have more casualties soon. I need you to hike to the ruins of New Rios to find a replacement.”

      “New Rios?” I scoff. “You think there are still people living there?”

      “I’m counting on it. There are reports of survivors there, some of them with fresh bandages. Someone in that city has medical training. I want them here. You are to facilitate this. Can it be done?”

      I nod grimly.

      “It can.”

      He gestures toward the tent flap.

      “Then go. The battle will provide you with a nice distraction with which to slip away.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      I march for the door, but he calls out one more time.

      “Gar.”

      “Yes?”

      “Don’t bother coming back  unless you can find a doctor.”

      My gaze narrows, and he holds up a restraining hand.

      “I don’t mean what you think. I mean we are all as good as dead without one, and there’s no point in adding your corpse to the pile.”

      My anger fades, and I nod curtly before heading out into the snow. If I keep a good pace, I can reach New Rios’s outskirts by dawn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Thirty-Seven

          

          

      

    

    







            Faith

          

        

      

    

    
      The rusted shutter groans with ear splitting resonance in the weak morning light. I cringe at the sound, expecting one of the roving gangs to spring up from behind every bit of cover on the rubble strewn street. But after a few moments nothing stirs other than a plump red Cardinal. The clever birds were brought here by accident and have flourished all over Armstrong, edging native species to extinction.

      And perhaps that is a good thing, because we’ve been catching them and eating them whenever possible.

      Cardinals are my mother’s favorite bird. I think, if I ever manage to get out of this mess alive, that I will leave that little caveat out of my tale of survival.

      I’ll be leaving out a lot of things, to be honest. Right now it’s December 16th, and I should be helping my first graders make Christmas wreaths out of tissue paper, not skulking about a sundered, ruined city in search of fresh water.

      We can boil the snow, but it has a sooty taste and a lot of people can’t palate it. Some of my patients have died of dehydration after refusing to drink it. I don’t have any time to feel sorry for them, however. I’m far too busy caring for the roughly two dozen wounded back in what used to be my classroom.

      The school had been built as a bomb shelter, because of IHC regulations. Thus it managed to survive mostly intact after the Alliance and the Coalition turned New Rios into a war zone.

      My mind drifts back to the terrible day that the trade embargo became something much worse. I’d been teaching, telling my students about the Summer Solstice, and how it falls on roughly the same day on Armstrong as it does on Earth.

      Then the first rumbling explosion came, and my students and I had stared in shock out the window at the expanding cloud of fire and smoke. Ships raced overhead, whistling as they cut through the air at super sonic speeds.

      A resulting sonic boom blew out most of our windows, and gave me a new scar on my forearm. One of my students was blinded, another two killed.

      Things have only gotten worse since. Once the competing armies had blown New Rios to ruins and rubble, there was no point in them maintaining a presence. There’s little strategic value in a broken metropolis, not with anything useful reduced to ashes and dust.

      Some of the parents banded together and attempted to walk out in search of help. I don’t think they made it, because we are not the only survivors. New Rios had the largest correctional facility on Armstrong—had. It was bombed like anything else of remote strategic value.

      More than half of the inmates were killed, but those who were out exercising in the yard found that the walls had been broken, and escaped. They’ve broken up into several different gangs, each one vying for supremacy and territory.

      Our school is in a disputed zone, and the best bet for survival is not to draw their attention.

      When I think it’s safe to move, I carefully slide out of the window and then close the shutter behind me. Using my fist, I bang twice on the outside, and I can hear Mitch locking it shut. Unless he hears my secret code when I come back, he won’t open the shutter for anything, even if it means my death.

      I was a soldier once, of a sort. I knew that death was a possibility, but I never saw combat. I served my time in a sleepy garrison where the biggest injury was some drunken fool falling off the top bunk.

      Once I got out of the IHC defense corps, I didn’t finish my medical training to become a full doctor,  much to my father’s chagrin. Instead, I pursued my own dream of being a teacher. I like children, I honestly do. They are free of much of the duplicity and complications of adults, and besides, I’ve never seen an adult get all excited over glue and tissue paper wreaths.

      What I wouldn’t give to be warm and safe in my parent’s living room, sitting in front of a roaring fire while Christmas carols played over the speakers. My mother and I would sing them, though the only time Father joined us was for Jingle Bells. He always liked that song the best.

      Yes, sitting in front of the fireplace, a mug of hot chocolate in my hand, munching on one of my mother’s famous shortbread cookies—that’s where I should be right now, not skulking about a war zone looking for fresh water that I probably won’t find. The city has been cut off for months.

      Everything is picked over.

      Everything.

      But I have to try. There’s an old nun who used to work on our school’s office who has taken ill, and she can’t stomach the sooty melted snow. If she doesn’t get something to drink before nightfall, she probably won’t wake up in the morning. I can’t look at the remaining survivors and tell them we’ve lost another one. I can’t.

      Snow sucks at my ankles and goes inside the top of my boots. I’ve become accustomed to such discomforts. It could be lethal if I don’t get my feet dry and warm before long, or I could lose toes to frostbite. But there’s little choice but to brave the elements.

      Mom and Dad. God, I pray that they are all right. They might think I’m dead. No news has come out of this sector in some time. The nearest comm tower is miles outside of the ruined city, and apparently neither the Alliance—our supposed good guys—or the Coalition have managed to secure it, so it remains a useless chunk of metal. You can see it on clear days if you’re high up enough in one of the more intact towers.

      I pray silently as I sneak about the deep shadows and groaning metal of the ruined city. I pray that my parents don’t give up hope. I’m an only child, and as I’ve  yet to provide them with grandchildren they would be all alone.

      The hair stands up on the back of my neck. I whip my head around, but all I can see is shadows and drifting snow blown by the high winds. Am I being followed? If so, it’s not by one of the gangs. They tend to make a lot of noise, especially if they see a woman out by herself. I have nightmares about that particular scenario.

      Snow has accumulated to the point that I have to lay down on my belly and shimmy through a doorway into a drug store, my back scraping against the top of the frame. Once I’m inside, I slide down the drift and find myself in a picked over landscape of empty bottles and shelves.

      Still, there might be something of use. The main sales floor looks empty, but I decide to try my luck with the storage area in the back. I grip the ice cold handle and yank hard.

      My hand flies up over my nose and mouth as a sickly sweet smell reaches my nostrils amid a blast of heat. The furnace is still working somewhat, or at least the pilot light. There are three corpses gathered around its metal bulk, their flesh rotting from their very bones. It’s so awful, the smell, the sight, that I have to turn about and retch, giving up the precious calories I’d imbibed earlier in the day.

      I lean against the door to the furnace room for a long time. You have to go back in there, Faith. One of the…one of the bodies had good, intact boots on. They might be too big for me, but they’ll probably fit someone else back at our makeshift refugee camp.

      Tears stream down my face as I unlace the boots and then slide them off the rotting corpse. This isn’t right. Horrors like this shouldn’t exist. Especially not at Christmastime.

      I get the boots, and then fill up my backpack with snow. There’s nothing else of value here. I wish I had the resources, physical and material, to provide these people with a proper burial, but it’s the souls that really matter, and all I can do is pray for them.

      On my way back to the shelter, I again get the feeling I’m being followed, but every time I turn around there’s nothing but wind and snow and bleak shadows.

      When I reach the shudder, I knock three times in rapid succession, then one time with alacrity, and then two times softly. The shudder bangs twice, then swings open and Mitch helps me back inside. Mitch had been the custodian at our school prior to the city’s destruction. He’s the one who has kept our furnace running, though our fuel reserves are dangerously low. We’ve taken to burning furniture to stay warm, trying to make our reserves last through the winter.

      “Any luck?”

      “No.” I heave a sigh and hand him the backpack. “I found a decent pair of boots, though.”

      He looks them over and then shakes his head.

      “My gouty toes could never fit in there.”

      Mitch limps off, and I sink to my bottom and hold my head between my hands. I’m trying to keep the faith, but I’m starting to feel like God has abandoned us.
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      My breath comes out of my mouth in white puffs as I hike along the rim of the forest. Some of the more intact skyscrapers occasionally peek through the arching boughs above, growing steadily larger as I approach the ruins of the city.

      New Rios. Once a mecca of the IHC’s futuristic optimism, now reduced to rubble and ghosts. There’s a lesson to be learned here. No matter what you build, be it a physical structure or something indistinct like a relationship it’s going to fall over. Or get knocked down. Or destroyed.

      So if everything is pointless, why am I freezing my ass off hiking to a city in search of a doctor who probably doesn’t exist?

      I don’t have an answer for that. I suppose on some level I haven’t given up hope for something better in life. Or, more likely, I’m just scared of dying like everyone else. If I were certain there were no afterlife, I’d put a bullet in my own head, simple as that.

      But there might be, and I already know Ataxia would reject me from her embrace given the things that I have done. So what will happen? Will I drift about, haunting people on this planet and doomed to misery and doldrums for all eternity? There’s no way to be sure that isn’t permanent.

      It finally stops snowing as I reach the outskirts of the ruins of New Rios. My head is on a swivel, eyes scanning everything all around me for any signs of movement. The Alliance abandoned this place long ago, but there are still people residing here. Possibly they’ve been driven to madness by desperation and hunger. I keep the safety off my rifle just in case.

      I spot a divot in the otherwise smooth snow covered pavement before me, nearly thirty feet in diameter. A crater from an errant bomb or artillery strike, or maybe one of our Rippers went down here. No way to tell now. I skirt the edge of the crater, not wanting to get mired down in the deep snow therein.

      There’s a building knocked on its side laying in my path. Concrete has buckled, crumbling to dust, but most of the inner metal skeleton is intact. I decide to walk right through one of the broken windows and head through to the other side. This requires picking my way over a pile of debris and the occasional corpse. In a way I’m glad for the cold. Once the thaw hits, this city will reek of the dead.

      On the other side, I post up flush against the window’s edge and carefully peer out into the snowy, debris laden streets of Rio. Nothing stirring other than drifting white flakes driven by the high winds.

      My foot has begun to go numb. Damn, I forgot about the hole in my boot. Nothing for it now but to keep moving and hope that I don’t get frostbite. It seems maddening that the top of my foot is sweating while the bottom has grown cold, but that’s where I’m at.

      Normally, I find that snowfall hides the uglier aspects of city life, but in this case it’s like putting up adhesive tape over a rent in a starship hull. There’s no mistaking this sundered landscape as anything but what it is; a total ruin.

      I clamber up the side of a toppled tower, using my hands when the grade grows too steep. Flinging my leg over the lip of the supporting structure, I manage to get on top of the intact building and peer about the cityscape, looking for some sign of life. Any sign at all. Perhaps this is a true ghost town, and I am the only thing living in it?

      A fluttering of wings draws my attention. Perched upon the nearby ledge sits a brightly plumaged avian. I calculate the distance, and then extend my retractable claws. With nary a sound, I leap across the roof and pounce on the avian, breaking its neck with one sharp twist. My belly gnaws with intense hunger. I could ignore it before, when food was out of the question, but with nutrition so close, literally in my hand, I can’t wait another moment, not to cook it or even to pluck it.

      It’s warm, delightfully warm as its blood spills down my throat. I peel back the feathered flesh, using my teeth to scoop the steaming meat out of the carcass. I still ingest a feather or two, but I don’t care. Blood spills from my hands and mouth onto the snow, creating a stark contrast of colors. Red and white. I used to think that particular color combination was aesthetically pleasing. No longer.

      Using a handful of snow, I clean my face and fingers as best I can. This numbs my hands so I thrust them into my pockets and scan the horizon. If there’s a doctor, if there’s anyone in this city they haven’t seen fit to show themselves—

      Then I hear it;  slight skittering sound that echoes off the broken skyscrapers to reach my ears. I home in on the sound and spot a thickly swaddled figure packing snow by the hand full into an open duffel bag. We’ve been melting snow for drinking water for the past month and a half, so I know the drill quite well. With such an abundance of the white stuff, this person, whoever they are, probably wouldn’t have to put in much effort to gather enough to slake their own thirst.

      The sheer amount they are collecting seems to indicate that the water is intended for multiple throats. If I follow this person, they will likely lead me to some type of shelter and others of their kind. It’s a start on my search for a doctor.

      Or maybe I’ll get really lucky and someone at the shelter will have medical training. But I don’t put much stock in luck, not on Armstrong.

      I follow the figure for a time through the streets. At one point I shuffle a bit too loudly, and they turn their hooded head in my direction. I’m shocked to see the green eyes and fair features of a human woman. I would have thought that someone like her would have succumbed to this place long before now.

      She must be made of stern stuff.

      I don’t move, sticking to my shadow and trusting it to keep my ebony skin hidden from view. Eventually she turns back and starts her journey anew, and I continue my slow motion pursuit.

      She reaches a reasonably intact structure, a three story sprawling complex that was either a prison or a school. The presence of poorly scrawled images hanging in some of the unbroken windows seems to suggest the latter. The woman knocks on a metal shudder with a specific pattern. I memorize it, just in case, and the shutter opens. The woman takes a hand and disappears inside before the shudder closes.

      I creep up to the shutter and try the secret knock, but no one answers. Maybe there’s no one on the other side? I listen intently but hear nothing. The shutter is locked tight, so I search for another way in.

      Climbing up to the roof, I see my access, a lone boxish structure which probably contains a staircase. It’s guarded by a rotund human with a rifle draped across his lap. I sneak up around behind him and use a nerve hold to render him unconscious.

      I almost leave him outside, where he will probably freeze to death, but then I pause. It’s too late for me, but maybe this poor bastard still has a chance to earn Ataxia’s grace. I drag him inside the door and shut it, and make sure he’s laying in a way that won’t restrict his breathing before moving on.

      I hear voices in the interior, echoing up the stairwell. Moving toe to heel, I creep down the steps on the outside edge to avoid creaks. The voices lead me to a gathering in one of the classrooms.

      The woman is there, and from the way she’s speaking to the other refugees—many of them children, or badly wounded—I take it she’s in charge. As I watch, she attends to one man’s shrapnel wound on his thigh with the expert movements of a medical professional. Jackpot, the humans would say.

      I glance around, but no one seems to be armed. Boldly stepping from the shadows, I raise my voice.

      “Nobody move.”

      The woman spins in a tight circle, a scalpel held at the ready. Her fellows mostly cringe, though there’s one elderly  human who looks like he wants to fight. I level my rifle at him and shake my head.

      “Don’t try it. I’ve come for that one.”

      I point at the woman, and she grimaces in disgust.

      “You’re Coalition, aren’t you?” She spits in my direction. “I’ll die before I go anywhere with you.”

      I look into her green eyes. She means it. I could probably disarm her, but not before she did harm to herself with that scalpel. Time to use her compassion against her.

      “You’re willing to die for your principles.” I grimly nod. “I admire that. But what about all of them? Are you prepared to let them shuffle off this mortal coil?”

      I level the gun around the room, showing how easy it would be to just spray bullets into the wounded and the whimpering children. The woman flings the scalpel down on the floor and visibly composes herself.

      “Why  me?”

      “You’re a medic. I need one of those. End of story.”

      I motion for her to come toward me, keeping the gun at the ready in case anyone’s dumb enough to rush me. The woman obeys, albeit with great reluctance.

      “Do you have a medkit?”

      She nods and points across the room. I gesture with the rifle for her to go retrieve it, and when she hands it over hand it right back.

      “Put it on.”

      The woman slides the shoulder straps on, and then I roughly turn her about to face me. With one hand still holding the rifle, I use my free hand and my teeth to ready a cable tie, looping it around her wrists and binding her hands in front of her body.

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “I think it is.”

      She glares at me, but offers no further protest. Then she gasps in alarm when I scoop her up and throw her over my shoulder.

      “Don’t follow me.” I level the gun at everyone another time before retreating back up the stairwell.

      I don’t like taking her against her will. It truly rankles, but without her my company’s injured are as good as dead.

      I’m tired of choosing the lesser evil. Perhaps Ataxia will show mercy and put me out of my misery soon, but not until after I deliver this woman to Riven.

      

      To Be Continued…. To read more click here to read Hope In A Time of War
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