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Tarthian Empire, Kelthia

Miraj City, Crooktown District

Wintresq 12, 4662 Tradestandard date

Deep in the shadows outside a ruined warehouse, Senth Antonello shoved back the hood of his sensor-blocking cloak and fanned himself. The Thieves' Guild tech let him hide from copbot scans, but it didn't cool him. Sweat beaded on his skin. Using his fangs, he unfastened first one glove, then the other, and peeled them off. He tucked them into one of dozens of hidden pockets in the cloak, and wiped his face.

A faint chant carried in the chilled night air. Gangs in the Crooktown District hunted mixed breeds like him. At first glance, Senth appeared human, but with his catlike eyes and fangs, no one could miss his Kin nature. In moonlight, his eyes would glow.

The chant grew louder, along with the sound of breaking glass. The deeper darkness that followed meant two things: another streetlight had met its end, and that gang was closer than Senth had thought.

"You come down here, I'll skin you." Senth flattened himself against the brick wall. "I skin you, the Grand Master skins me. Let's do each other a favor, huh, boys?"

Worse, the Grand Master would inform Senth's Sen'dai. His Guild master. The crime lord all the other crime lords feared. The Man. The Harbinger. Luc Saint-Cyr.

The Guild didn't accept non-humans, unless they were enslaved to a human member. No one could rise past level ten, unless related to a human member. Guild-arranged marriages and adoptions happened regularly. To keep the Guild happy, Saint-Cyr was Senth's lord and master and his adoptive father.

No way Senth wanted the Man angry with him. The last time, he'd almost...

Senth shook off the thought, drew his hood forward again, and edged around the corner into a darker alley. "Ffffftt!" The Kin cuss word hissed past his fangs. Where was Khyff? He had to be close. Senth had looked for hours. His HalfKin sense of smell caught a faint whiff of male, mixed with... He took another sniff. Someone—or something—else.

Pressed against the wall, Senth slipped around a corner, and hunkered down. He melted into the concealing darkness behind a barrel, and narrowed night-sensitive eyes.

His human half-brother leaned against the opposite wall of the trash-strewn alley. Khyffen Antonello's blond hair shone in the muted light. A female pinned him, arms around his neck. She tore open Khyff's shirt and ran her hands over his chest.

Senth folded himself into the tight space behind the barrel and settled in to wait. Protection of his brother went before any assignment. Family came first. At least tonight.

Senth's mother had died shortly after birthing him. Khyff, who'd been three, had been told Senth was dead, and Khyff had been sold into slavery. Neither of them knew the other lived until a month ago. Neither had a clue about their biological fathers. Until Khyff found him, Senth's "family" consisted of the Man.

Pulling out a square of paper, Senth angled it to catch the dim light and read the words he'd copied from Saint-Cyr's note once more. You and Khyffen meet me at The Ghost. I have a job for you. Do it and I'll buy and free your brother, but it's going to cost you.

Of course it would. The Man didn't do anything for free. But if it got Khyff out of that hellhole, Senth would do it. He tucked away the note, and slipped on his gloves.

Senth's master had raised him to believe that people should never have to sell their bodies to survive. His father owned one slave, Senth, and only so he could rise within the Guild.

Senth and the Man might not agree on much, but they both believed Khyff needed his freedom. With Khyff's record, freeing him wouldn't be cheap, and it wouldn't be easy.

Leaning out from behind the barrel, Senth checked on his brother.

Khyff had clenched his fists, shut his eyes, and lifted his face to the night sky. His mouth opened in a silent scream.

Senth rubbed the back of his gloved hand across his brow. If Senth had to worry about being perpetually turned on, he'd never get anything done. "Bro," he whispered, "we gotta get you off that drug." The one Saint-Cyr dosed Senth with had the opposite effect. A Kin's feral nature clashed with that of humans, unless dosed with Shackle. Since puberty, he'd never known life without its effects.

A scritch signaled rats. When one ran across the toes of his boots, Senth bared his fangs. He clamped down on a hiss before Khyff could hear it.

The gang chant grew louder, bringing the rustle, clink, and crunch of feet shuffling through trash and broken glass.

Senth braced himself for a fight.

A gust of wind kicked up dust and mold. Senth fought a sneeze. The spike of wind brought the whine of a hovercar's engine. The hum of a window lowering added rock music and female voices. Male voices mixed with laughter, then the sound of doors opening and closing. The car's hum faded, leaving quiet.

Khyff and the woman walked over and stopped in front of the barrel where Senth hid. Pulling his hood forward, Senth leaned against the wall and rested his gloved hands atop drawn-up knees.

The woman, blond and beautiful, looked at least forty. Wealthy, judging by the material of her jacket and pants, yet something about her scent was off. Rich women didn't come to Crooktown. Not to mention hire a slake. She didn't look like the type who paid for men.

Despite what they'd been doing, Senth had to wonder if she knew how Khyff made his living. Her clean hair, new clothes, and unscuffed shoes said big city, not Crooktown. What was she doing here?

"Let's meet again in three days." She had a husky voice. "Someplace safer."

"No." Khyff tilted his head. "You like it up against the wall in an alley. You like danger. That's why you come to me."

The woman threw both arms around Khyff's neck and kissed him. "You're so right, you beautiful creature."

"You've had enough for one night." Khyff shook off her embrace and tossed blond hair out of his eyes.

She reached for him again.

"I said no, Liu. Go home. You shouldn't linger in Crooktown after dark."

"Take this." The woman dangled a silver debit bracelet on the tip of an outstretched finger, as if offering food to a dangerous animal. "It's a thousand draks. You can spend it anywhere."

A thousand? The floor-length leather coat Senth's brother wore cost a fraction of that.

Khyff tucked a strand of his hair behind one ear. "You already paid me."

Senth bit back a startled laugh. Khyff sounded as if he were turning it down.

"You made me happy. Come on, Khyff. Please? Think of it as a tip."

"I can't take that. You think I want people knowing about us? You think I want your banker knowing you've got a slake?"

That made more sense. Khyff didn't want his DNA in her bank's possession. Or his master knowing he was moonlighting.

"It's debit, not registered. Untraceable. Come on." She jiggled the bracelet. "Let me do something for you. I want to. Put it in your freedom account."

Khyff hesitated, reached out, and then took the bracelet. "You carried this kind of money here? Are you crazy? You could have been buzzed. There are thieves everywhere. One could be watching us right now."

Wasn't that the truth? Senth suppressed a snicker.

She ran her hands over Khyff's chest. "You care about me?"

He moved her hands. "You know I do."

"Oh, Khyff."

"Oh, Liu."

Oh, please. Senth mimed gagging himself.

When the woman exited the alley, Khyff's smile flicked off like a switch. He dropped the bracelet into a pocket and patted it like an old friend.

Senth rose to his full height, level with his brother's shoulders.

Khyff lunged into him, grabbed Senth by the front of his cloak, picked him up, and slammed him against the brick wall. Khyff's raw, physical power rendered Senth immobile.

"Easy! Khyff, it's me."

"Sen?" Khyff set him back on the ground. He shoved back the cloak's hood.

"Relax." Senth dusted himself off. "I cozied your back."

"I'm sorry. What? Yes." Khyff held up both hands. "I know my street slang sucks, but what does that mean?"

"I was watching your back. Didn't want junkies messing with you while you were working."

"Why couldn't you say that?"

Senth spread his arms. "I did."

Khyff rubbed a hand across his brow, shaking his head. He jerked a thumb in the general direction of the street, and started walking.

Senth fell in step beside him. No shops stood open at this hour, all the doors and windows barred and shut. Clouds covered Kelthia's single moon. The streetlights as yet unsmashed by gangs cast too dim a glow to banish shadows.

"Say, Khyff? I'm goin' sly a few days. Wanted to tap you."

Khyff raked a hand through his hair. "Try that again, in Etymis."

"Leaving town. I got a pull. A job. Facing a buyer."

"Facing a— Could you please just—"

"I'm meeting a client, okay?"

"Where?"

"The Ghost."

His brother snorted. "You're meeting a client at The Ghost. That place is the worst club in Crooktown. It butts right up against the slakehouse where I work. No way you're going there. I won't have it."

"Got to." Senth handed him a piece of paper. "Scope this."

Khyff halted in the middle of the sidewalk and tore the paper in pieces.

"Hey!" Senth grabbed him, but the body under all that butter-soft leather felt like iron.

With both hands on Senth's chest, Khyff shoved him. Paper remnants fluttered to the ground as Senth danced backward to keep from falling.

"I told you!" Khyff raised balled fists. "No one touches me." He shook his fists at Senth. "Not you. Not anybody."

"The client touched you."

"The client paid for it, Sen. Back off!"

"I didn't mean to annoy you. I'm sorry. It won't happen again."

"It better not. And stay out of The Ghost."

"Can't do that. The Man said to meet him there. He said to bring you."

"Why would the Man want me?"

"You think I'm gonna ask him why he does anything?"

Neither said the name of Senth's Sen'dai. No one did.

"Sen, the Ghost is no place for kids."

"I'm old enough to join the armada and vote. Stop calling me a kid."

"If you were free." Khyff turned on his heel and started walking.

Senth growled low in his throat but followed. "Why'd you...you know? Back there. I thought you hated doing that."

"I do."

"Then why?"

Khyff halted and swung toward him.

Senth backed up a step.

"Look, Sen, it's different when you're not forced. Besides, the money's easy, the tips are great, and on the street, I decide how much of my clothes I take off." He pulled the bracelet out of his jacket. "Here. Do you know how much this is?"

"I heard."

"You know where to put it." Straight into the freedom savings account entitled to all slaves. Senth would be freed at age twenty, in two years. Khyff's time in prison and parole delayed his freedom for at least eight more years, or until he had enough money to buy himself.

Senth stuffed the bracelet in a pocket. "You keep getting tips like this, you can buy me too. She must like you."

Khyff snapped him a look, then chuckled. "Guess Liu does look female."

Senth's cheeks flamed. "That was a guy? I thought he smelled different."

"Not male. Chiasmii. An Androg. Fully male and fully female. You never see one that close before?"

"I thought he seemed different. Or is it she?"

"Liu uses the female pronoun, but most of her friends use phe. She's beautiful, huh? Androgs always are, no matter which gender phase they're in. There've been a lot of them at the clubs lately. Liu's fascinated with humans. They can't imagine what it's like being one gender all the time. They switch every quarter. I make good money catering to them."

"Does it matter which phase they're in?"

Khyff made a noise halfway between a grunt and a sigh. "Like slakes ever get to pick the menu."

Senth contemplated that for a moment. "Is it true Androgs can make you feel what they're feeling?"

"Sure, when they want to. I'm guessing that's not happening in a dark alley." He punched Senth in the arm. "Come on, Bro. Let's get you over to The Ghost. It's time to put you to work for a while."
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As Senth approached The Ghost, the club's beefy Kin bouncer put out a hand. "Hold up, kid. You—" She motioned toward Khyff —"Wait over there. Now..." She took Senth aside. "You got ID?"

Senth opened his cloak, revealing the lining with its unmistakable Thieves' Guild insignia, a skeleton key inside a slashed circle. He gave his Sen'dai's hand sign, the back of two fingers placed together straight across his waist.

"Ffffftt!" The bouncer made an apologetic shrug. "Sorry. Why didn't you say you were the Man's right up front?"

"His shouldn't have to." Senth brushed a hand down the front of the cloak. "And I'm no kid."

"Sorry, sir." She opened the door for them and bowed.

Once inside, Khyff held out one palm, and Senth slid his down it, hooked his fingers as Khyff did, and with hands clasped, gave one downward shake.

"C'mon, Bro." Khyff led the way past the darkened foyer.

Inside, music pulsed like a living entity. Throbbing bass tickled Senth's chest, and he coughed. Drums pounded. Colored lights swept the cavernous room. Strobes flashed across the congested dance floor, highlighting bobbing heads and upflung arms. Light glinted off human bodies slick with sweat, while bared and damp Kin furskin stuck out in points, laden with glitter.

"Stay close," Khyff shouted over the pounding music, standing next to Senth. He headed for the rear and left no chance to argue.

Senth skirted around the crammed dance area, liberating a few loose credit stubs clipped to belts. In this place, it wouldn't take long for the pockets of his cloak to bulge.

He tried not to stare at the half-naked slakes along the wall, but their clothing and attitude declared their availability. A pair of male and female slakes bent over a low railing, their pants around their ankles. Androgs handled their bodies like merchandise.

Khyff nudged him. "Comparison shoppers."

Senth frowned. "Not funny."

"Try being the one hanging over the railing." Khyff jerked his head to the side.

Females ruled on the Kin planet Felidae, and the majority who visited The Ghost had more than one male in their company. A single Kin female at the bar turned and looked Senth over from head to foot. Tall and slender, she wore brown leather the same color as her hair. She slid her tongue across her upper teeth, back and forth between her fangs, and wiggled her cute feline nose. Then she twitched her pointed ears toward Senth. A jerk on his arm drew Senth's attention.

"Stay away from her, Sen." Khyff glared at the Kin. "She'll take you to bed and then eat you for breakfast. That's not a figure of speech. HalfKin who leave with her aren't seen again. She's working this floor for someone. Watch this." Khyff slid a hand down his body, giving the Kin a slow smile.

The female crooked a finger at Khyff and smiled back.

When Khyff rubbed his fingers and thumb together in a sign for money, and she turned away. "Yeah, I thought so."

"You wanted her?"

His brother snorted. "You couldn't pay me enough to screw a Kin. Come on."

Senth followed him deeper into the club. At another bar, two female Betters conversed with each other, ignoring the human males chained to their wrists like pets. The men wore pants, boots, and chain harnesses across their chests.

Enhanced humans with every sense fine-tuned, Betters were bred for intelligence, leadership, beauty, and lust. Khyff had told him they went into heat like animals, and that once you'd had a Better in heat, you couldn't be satisfied with a normal human ever again. To curb potential problems, Betters were not permitted to hire slakes or enter slakehouses. Ever.

Senth walked into a solid wall of muscle, and backed up. He flinched, ready to duck.

Khyff glared, arms folded. "You better be glad it was me." He grabbed Senth by the arm and shouldered through the throng with him in tow.

When they rounded a corner, the noise level lowered. To the left, wide marble stairs wound upward. Bouncers stood guard on the first landing, weapons cradled in their arms. Beside them, arrowed signs pointed in different directions. hotel. cashier cage. exit to slakehouse.

Senth started up, but stopped at a tug on his cloak. He turned and looked straight into Khyff's eyes.

"Here." Khyff dug into a pocket. "My master's in the club. I saw him. Take this." He offered a wad of soft money. "He'll pat me down before he puts me to work."

Senth hid the cash in a pocket.

Khyff set one foot on the bottom stair. "They won't let me go up there."

"The Man's note said to bring you. You're coming with."

"You prolly misread it."

"I'd show you, but you ripped that sucker up, remember?"

Khyff clamped his jaw shut. Lighting in this section cast a warm glow over his features.

For the hundredth time, Senth wondered at their relationship. They couldn't be more opposite in looks. But Saint-Cyr had tested their DNA, and they shared the same mother.

"Come on." Senth turned and headed up the steps, and after a brief delay, he heard footsteps pounding after him. Senth let himself smile.

On the hotel level, six of his Sen'dai's private, no-nonsense goons in dark suits and dark glasses blocked the hallway.

One offered a grudging nod of respect, and opened a door. "He said you should wait inside."

Senth and Khyff entered a darkened room. The door shut behind them with a click. Background noise ceased.

"You gonna turn on a light?" Khyff's voice sounded hollow in the dark.

"Don't need one." Besides being HalfKin, Senth had been trained to work in darkness.

An interior door opened, and though Senth could not see the Harbinger, he felt the Man's presence. A native-born Kelthian, Luc Saint-Cyr's dark skin and habitual black attire made it possible for him to disappear into the shadows.

If the Harbinger himself was on Kelthia, this was an important job.

A small light clicked on, but that made the shadows darker. You still couldn't see the Man. "Senthys. Khyffen. Thank you for coming." He took one step, and the light revealed the lower part of his face.

"Sen'dai." Senth bowed.

Khyff bowed also.

"Khyffen. Good to see you." Saint-Cyr offered his hand, and Khyff wiped his hand on his pants before he shook it. "Your brother has the opportunity to take a sizable job, and if he accomplishes it, I'll help him buy your contract and free you."

A full Kin could smell emotion, and while Senth could not match their prowess, he couldn't miss the scent his brother gave off. Like the air after a rain, fresh and clear: hope. A tinge of tart fear followed.

"Thank you, sir, but why would you do that?"

"You're blood to my blood." Saint-Cyr squeezed Senth's shoulder. "I made your brother my slave to foster him into the Guild. I have no others. A man should be free. Now, how much did you get tonight?"

"For what, sir?"

Senth understood his brother's hesitance. If anyone reported Khyff working the streets without a license, he could be sent back to prison.

"It's all right." Saint-Cyr stepped all the way into the light. Like most people, Senth avoided looking directly into Saint-Cyr's eyes. The man wore contact lenses that turned his eyes solid black. Raven's eyes, peering, intent. Vulturous. "Your secrets are safe with me. Liu Alderon is one of my people. Did she treat you right?"

Khyff glanced at Senth, as if seeking approval.

Senth gave a slight nod.

"Yes, sir. She paid me, and then tipped me."

Senth made a hand sign, and Khyff continued.

"She gave me a thousand draks, sir. Best tip I ever got."

"Good, good." The Man steepled his fingers. "I've been matching what you earn on the street and putting it into your freedom savings account."

"That's generous of you, sir, but what do you expect in return?"

"The better question is, what does your brother expect?"

Khyff narrowed his eyes, sending a questioning look Senth's way.

Resisting the urge to shrug, Senth waited for Saint-Cyr to jump in. It didn't take him long.

"I want Senthys for a job. If he's successful, he could buy his freedom. Since I won't part with your brother, I hit on this solution. What do you say?"

"So you're using me to get my brother to do something dangerous."

A slow smile eased across the Man's face. "Well put. If you want assurances that he'll be safe, I can't give them. Nevertheless, there are certain guarantees. It is a union job after all, and they require a 'safety net' in the contract terms. The job will bring in a tidy sum, and I'll owe him more than what the union dictates. Yes, it holds risk, but I know my son. He can handle it."

That might not sound like much in the way of praise, but coming from the Man? Senth rocked on the balls of his feet.

His Sen'dai nodded toward Khyff. "Senth will be paid, as usual, but the job is important enough to warrant sweetening the deal. I think helping your brother help you should make us even."

Khyff looked from the Man to Senth and back again. "Thank you, sir. I appreciate your offer, but I'd prefer you freed my brother. I'll be able to—"

"Son." Saint-Cyr tapped his steepled fingertips together. "You were not listening. I'm going to repeat this once. I'm not ready to free him yet. I need him for this job. You're being offered your freedom. That offer is contingent upon your brother succeeding. I suggest you accept."

Senth winked. "Do it, Bro. Get out of there."

After a glance between Saint-Cyr and Senth, Khyff nodded. "Thank you, sir."

"All right, Khyffen. If you'll excuse us, your brother and I have work to do. He'll be off-planet for a few days, so say your good-byes. Walk him to the club, Senthys, and then meet me back here."

"Yes, Sen'dai." Senth accompanied Khyff back downstairs to the entry point for the club.

"Look, Sen. I'd still rather he freed you."

"Take the offer, Bro." Senth set a hand on the railing. "I've got two years and I'm free. The Man and I— we have our issues, but he is my father. He's taken care of me since I was three. It's okay. I trust him."

Khyff narrowed his blue eyes at Senth like a weapon. "You're sure."

"Positive. Look, since you and I found each other, I've bargained everything short of my soul to buy your contract and free you. They treat animals better than your master treats you. Let me help you."

Khyff rubbed the back of his neck. "If I do this, promise me you'll be careful. The job is dangerous or he wouldn't be bargaining for it. You gotta know that, right?"

"You think you can shirk my cozy without a drip? Man, Bro, yo' cover is for gloom." Senth stuck up a thumb. "I got you happy."

Khyff frowned. "Uh..."

Senth sighed. "You gotta learn how to talk if you're gonna make it on Kelthia, Bro. I said you can't get rid of me that easy. No one watches your back better than I do."

Khyff grinned, shaking his head. "Go to work." He turned and shouldered his way into the crowded club.

Back upstairs, one of his Sen'dai's goons bowed and opened the door for Senth.

No one was in the semi-darkened room when Senth entered. Without moving, he sized it up. High ceilings, subdued lighting, heavy furniture, marble-topped tables. No paintings. Two statues, obvious fakes. Dense drapes, deep carpet, wood-paneled walls. The positions of the door and windows, plus the spacing of the panels meant a hidden safe. No visible security cambots, but nowhere the Guild set up a meet lacked them.

That inner door opened again, letting in a shaft of light. In the middle of it, a silhouette revealed the Harbinger. "With me, Senthys."

Senth grimaced at his master's use of his full name, but he followed. Nicknames lack dignity, he mouthed, mimicking Saint-Cyr's oft-used phrase.

After leading Senth through another room and to a flight of stairs, Saint-Cyr paused. "How much was it?"

Senth lifted his head. "Sir?"

"Khyffen's tip tonight. How much?"

Senth held his Sen'dai's gaze, focusing on the centers of the solid black orbs. "A thousand, sir. Like he told you."

"Good. I meant what I said about matching what he earns, so it won't help him to hold back or lie."

"I told him that on the way over here."

"Did you now? Good." They continued up the stairs. "You know your brother's master and I are old...friends." Saint-Cyr's emphasis on the last word sent a chill up Senth's spine. "I want to free Khyffen from that man. Your brother would be an exceptional asset to my face business."

"Which one?"

"For Women Only." Saint-Cyr's private security company offered premium protection services to celebrity female clientele.

"I agree, sir. I'll do whatever it takes to help him."

Saint-Cyr shook a finger at him. "What have I told you about being too eager?"

"Sorry, Sen'dai. You surprised me."

"Bargains are always a surprise. Keep that in mind."

"Yes, sir." Senth lowered his head in respect.

"If this job succeeds, I guarantee your brother will be freed in a week."

Senth tried not to show his glee, but a smile pasted itself across his face anyway.

The Harbinger shook his head in a way that said, What am I to do with you?

"What do I have to do for Khyff's freedom?"

"Khyffen was right. The job we're meeting about tonight is risky. I don't usually give you a choice, but this time I'm going to because of the job's importance. In return for your brother's freedom, I want a few promises."

"I'll do whatever it takes."

The Harbinger's mouth lifted at one side. "Never admit that to anyone again."

"Sorry, sir."

"Senthys, you understand why I've kept you on Shackle?"

"Yes, Sen'dai."

"Good." The Harbinger tapped a knuckle against his mouth, frowning at him. "You know what they'd do to you if you lost control again, don't you? Where they'd take you this time?"

"Yes, sir." He stiffened. "I don't want that."

"Keep that in mind over the next week. After five days without Shackle, you'll start withdrawal. Your heart will pound. Your head will feel like it's splitting apart. You'd be as high and strung out as Khyff is on weekends. There's a possibility of stroke if you quit cold. It's dangerous. You must taper off the drug. Do you understand?"

He nodded. "I do, sir."

"This job should take four days, so it's important to return as soon as it's over."

"Yes, sir."

"I'll dose you before you leave to ensure you have the full five-day effect."

"Thank you, sir."

"The reason I've told you all this is because you'll be working side by side with a Better."

Senth opened his mouth, shut it again, and then mouthed, Better?

"Listen to me, my young Deshai. Despite the romantic nonsense you've heard about Betters being extraordinary lovers, their kisses can poison you. If her saliva mixes with yours, she can control your mind. The touch of her hands will drive you insane. There are ancient myths about sirens, women who used their voices to lure men and then slay them. Betters aren't mythical. They're real. If she subjects you to her passion, you'll be at the mercy of her pleasure forever."

Senth swallowed against the tight feeling in his throat and nodded to show he understood.

"This woman is dangerous. Under other circumstances, I wouldn't let any of my people work with her kind, but in this case... I have my reasons. I trust you to obey me. As long as you return in fewer than five days, losing control won't even be an option. Shackle will protect you from her. Besides, if you come back to me no longer a virgin, I will know. The deal for Khyffen's freedom will be off."

"How would you know I wasn't a virgin?" Senth bit his lips the moment the words escaped, shocked at himself for even asking the question.

His Sen'dai lowered his eyelids and angled his head toward Senth like a bird of prey sighting its next meal. "Is that going to be a problem?"

Senth reached a foot back, feeling for the next lower step. "No, sir."

"You know what happens when you displease me."

"I wouldn't want to do that."

"No, you wouldn't." The Man leaned in until the dark, predatory eyes filled Senth's vision.

When Senth stumbled on the stairs, Saint-Cyr grabbed his arm, steadying him. Senth raised a hand to his brow.

"Senthys? Are you all right?"

"Fine, Sen'dai. Sorry."

"Good. And you're right. They do."

"Uh... Pardon?"

"Nicknames." Saint-Cyr gave him a closed-mouth smile. "They lack dignity." He made a hand sign—a fist with thumb down and then up—which put Senth on guard. "It's time to meet your Better partner."
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​​​​Chapter Two
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Kelthia, Miraj City, Crooktown District

The Ghost

Captain NarrAy Jorlan of the All People's Liberation Army resisted the urge to plug a finger into each ear. Up here on the third-floor balcony of The Ghost, the noise level was deafening to a Better.

Below, two female Betters posed at the bar and surveyed the crowd. Her kind hid as well as the sun on a clear day. Perfect skin, perfect hair, perfect teeth, perfect bodies. Perfectly lonely lives. Everyone wanted the pheromone-induced lust a Better could provide. Few desired their addictive nature. And since enactment, the Better Laws ensured few dared taste the exquisite pleasure.

NarrAy's human security expert, Lieutenant Broxus, stood at her side. As part of their cover, both had worn party clothes to The Ghost. When NarrAy had appeared in a low-cut red dress, the staid officer had gone wide-eyed and started stammering.

Her aide, Encie Falehla, milled about down there among the heaving bodies, flicking her pointed catlike ears to the music. Why did she like jam-packed noisy places? And what was it with Kin and the smell of sweat?

Just down from the Betters, Encie turned from the bar and flirted with someone in the crowd.

Hopefully, not another HalfKin. Another disappearance ranked high on NarrAy's avoid-at-all-costs list. The APLA might shelter thieves, ruffians, and even cold-blooded assassins, but not suspected serial killers. Even knowing the truth, NarrAy had sworn she'd fire Encie if she was involved in any more HalfKin disappearances. The fragile state of the fledgling rebellion warranted all due care.

After turning from the railing, NarrAy moved back into the room where the Harbinger had agreed to meet. Her security aide came to attention.

"Any word, Brox?"

He touched the ear where his comm had been inserted. "Not yet, ma'am." Broxus didn't meet her gaze.

The dress had been a mistake. Too revealing, too short, too red. She suppressed a sigh. "Tell me about the Harbinger."

He glanced toward her feet. "Didn't you meet him, ma'am?"

NarrAy rubbed her arms and shuddered. "Those eyes of his."

Broxus flipped open his notereader and tapped the screen. "You thought his eyes were cold, try his reputation. Saint-Cyr's been tied to everything but prostitution and homicide, but never arrested. Ops says folks around here won't talk about him. No one even says his name, and they flinch when an outsider does. Creeped me out doing background research on him, tell you that. But what they did say gave me the impression he's some kind of father figure."

She snorted a laugh. "I have a little trouble picturing him as the daddy type."

"From what we can tell, he looks out for his people. There's no crime in his territory. One thing's for sure"—Broxus turned off the notereader and tucked it into his pocket—"no one crosses him. Police can't get a snitch anywhere close."

"And Senthys Antonello? Anything on him?"

"No, ma'am. The name's known, but that's all. No arrests. No warrants. Rumors indicate he's young, but nobody talks except to say he's the best. Trained by Saint-Cyr himself."

"I heard he was adopted, but he's a slave. How does that play?"

"Thieves' Guild rules, ma'am." Broxus hadn't looked at her since they arrived, at least not the direct way he did when she was in uniform. "The kid's half-human. The Guild won't allow them to train, unless they're slaves being trained by a member."

"Yeah, but adopted and a slave?"

"Did some checking. The Harbinger doesn't own any slaves except the one. He's adopted others. Records indicate he has five other sons who are all professional thieves." Broxus paused. "I take that back. Five who were. One of them's a cop now. Detective. A good one, per the notes I saw."

NarrAy had to chuckle at that. "Family reunions must be a bitch. All I care about is that this son can do what he's hired to do."

"The Sleeper himself recommended him. Senthys Antonello's ranking is advanced interior security, level nineteen, which means he can break into government holding areas."

"That's all we need."

Brox folded his arms across his wide chest. He filled out that plain suit as well as he did his usual uniform. He lifted two fingers to his ear, and then nodded to NarrAy and indicated the door.

NarrAy turned, tugging the skirt down a bit more. She held herself more erect. After two knocks, the door opened.

The Harbinger stepped inside, another person behind him.

"Ms. Jorlan." Saint-Cyr made a slight bow.

She clenched her teeth behind her returned smile. The man's whiteless eyes made it impossible to see where he looked.

"Mr. Saint-Cyr." She laced her fingers behind her hips. Because the Better Laws forbade touching, the customary handshake of greeting wasn't an option.

"May I present my Deshai—that's protégé in the Guild—Senthys Antonello." The Harbinger gestured to the handsome youth with him. "Senthys, Ms. NarrAy Jorlan."

"Ms. Jorlan." Senthys extended his hand. To his credit, his blue-eyed gaze never strayed. His shoulder-length hair, a mass of dark, unruly curls, made him look playful rather than studious.

She'd rather like to play with him. NarrAy ignored his hand.

"My apologies, ma'am." The Harbinger nudged Senthys. "Betters don't touch others, Son."

The boy glanced up at him with clear surprise. NarrAy had the impression he reacted to the title "son" rather than the belated instruction.

"Yes, sir." He ducked his head. "My apologies, ma'am."

"Quite all right." She gestured to Lieutenant Broxus. "Please show Mr. Saint-Cyr and his Deshai to the door."

Broxus did not hesitate. "This way, sir."

"Ms. Jorlan?" The Harbinger turned his head from her to Broxus and then back. "Is something wrong?"

"I contracted with you for a professional, not a child. He can't be a day over fourteen."

Senthys threw up his hands. "I am not a kid!" He turned to the Harbinger. "Sen'dai, tell this woman, whoever she is, that my qualifications are impeccable. It shouldn't matter how old I am." He turned toward NarrAy and clasped his hands behind his back, his shoulders straight. "I can do the job. That's what's important. Not my birthdate."

"He's right." Saint-Cyr agreed. "My Deshai has more credentials and experience than three-fourths of his peers of any age, and as for his youth? He has a baby face. He's eighteen."

NarrAy scrutinized the Harbinger. Had he obeyed an order? There was more to this boy than she'd thought.

Senthys took a step closer. "Ms. Jorlan, I can accomplish whatever your contract requires. I've spent the last fifteen years learning my craft. How many years have you studied yours, whatever it is?"

With a smile, NarrAy nodded. "Point well taken." She made a slow perusal down his lean yet muscular frame. Huge, pale eyes the color of a dawn sky, with the feline pupils of a Kin. Nothing else catlike about him. After a glimpse of his irresistible little fangs, she took back that thought.

Senthys' dusky skin and symmetrical features were not unlike a Better's. With his young face, his masculine beauty seemed gentle, but she sensed an inner and physical strength she hadn't noticed at first. His leashed energy all but hummed.

And he didn't fear Betters. Interesting.

"Come, Senthys." Saint-Cyr touched the youth's arm. "Ms. Jorlan does not—"

"Wait." NarrAy spoke to Senthys. "Do you have gloves?"

"Yes, ma'am." Senthys pulled them out of a pocket.

Broxus lurched toward them, but NarrAy stopped him with a lifted hand.

Saint-Cyr stretched out a hand to stop Senthys. "I don't think that's a good idea, Son. It's against the law to touch a Better."

"Mr. Saint-Cyr," NarrAy snapped. "I am not like those Betters you see on the news, causing trouble in the streets or rioting to protest the Better Laws."

"Those laws were enacted for public decency, Ms. Jorlan. The way Betters treat their lovers in public is a disgrace."

NarrAy took shallow breaths to control her emotions and tamp down her rising pheromones. Of all people to concern himself with "public decency" Luc Saint-Cyr had the least right. The Crime Lord of Miraj City? Probably of the Empire? How dare he?

"I promise you, Saint-Cyr, I limit exposure so as not to affect others, and I can and will control my pheromones. You needn't worry about your son being affected by me."

"Imagine how comforted I am." While the Harbinger's solid-black eyes did not reveal where the man looked, it was obvious he perused her from her feet to the top of her head. Saint-Cyr folded his arms. "By the way, nice dress."

NarrAy bristled.

Senth took two steps and placed himself between Saint-Cyr and NarrAy. "Pay no attention to my father. No law has ever stopped me from accomplishing my goals." Senth offered his gloved hand.

NarrAy calmed herself, and accepted it. She'd practiced shaking hands with her father. "A gentleman doesn't try to overpower a lady's hand, NarrAy. But he isn't afraid to be firm either."

She held his hand between both of hers. "Mr. Antonello, you are a gentleman."

His cheeks reddened. "It's Senth, ma'am. Not Mr. Antonello." He shot Saint-Cyr a harsh glance. "And never Senthys."

Saint-Cyr narrowed those black eyes, but said nothing.

NarrAy squeezed Senth's hand. "And I'm NarrAy. Not Ms. Jorlan, nor ma'am. Not on this job. Understood?"

He met her gaze. "Does that mean you want me?" Senth blushed again and glanced down at their still-joined hands. "For the job, I mean."

She bit back a laugh. What an innocent. "So long as we're clear on who's in charge."

"When it comes to theft, I am. For everything else, you are, in every way."

He had no idea. He had never once tried to ogle her body. Maybe the dress would be okay after all.

"Come sit." She gestured toward an adjacent room. "Let's talk business."
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NarrAy crossed her legs, exposing a good portion of her skin under the short dress. If she'd been sitting opposite Senth, the length might have been welcome. But the Harbinger lounged in that chair, and Senth sat beside her on the couch. Her position put her a little closer to him.

"Empress Destoiya murdered my parents," NarrAy continued her story, "as surely as if she'd been the one who shot them in the back. They were scientists working on secret technology. When rumors got out that they were planning to give their findings to the rebellion, the Conqueror had them killed and then confiscated everything, including their personal belongings. There was a locket my mother inherited from my grandmother, which my grandmother inherited from her grandmother. It's mine, and I want it back."

She met Senth's penetrating gaze and held it. She heard rather than saw Encie enter the room and take up a place near the door. Broxus moved to stand beside her. NarrAy couldn't take her gaze off Senth. How had she ever seen him as a boy?

He had a man's hands, well-groomed nails, and sinewy forearms that revealed power and strength. His biceps bulged. Angular jaw, a firm mouth with lips made for kissing. A hot flutter rose within her, and she tamped it down at once, refusing to let her pheromones get the upper hand.

Senth watched her, gaze narrowed, head tilted. He gave a sniff, and then eased into a smile. His proximity heightened her desire. He smelled clean, fresh, and ruggedly male. A tingle signaled the imminent letdown of her pheromones, and she clenched her hands into fists, fighting to calm the spike of lust flickering through her like a torch about to combust.

Senth's faint smile revealed nothing, but he lifted his head, sniffing the air. Kin could smell emotion and desire. Could HalfKin?

He'd asked her something. She needed to pay attention to business and not her body. She sat up straighter. "I'm sorry. Would you repeat that, please?"

"What I said was no one hires a level-nineteen thief, transports him to another world to break into a government building, and then wants him to steal back a locket with sentimental value. Especially one in the custody of the Conqueror. What's it really worth?"

"It's a priceless heirloom." She set a hand against her bosom.

Senth didn't follow her hand movement. Instead he tilted his head as he leaned back against the couch. "I'm more skilled at this job than you are beautiful, NarrAy, and that's saying something. Tell me the truth."

Her cheeks warmed. When had she ever blushed over an offhand compliment?

Senth turned over one hand, palm up. "If you want me to take a job stealing from the Conqueror, you have to be after more than your mommy's jewelry. What's the locket's true value? I have no intention of marketing it, but I need to know what kind of security I might be up against."

"Market...?"

"Fence." The Harbinger steepled his fingers.

"Oh." She turned back to Senth. After a long pause, she let out a sigh. "Very well. It is an heirloom, but an inscription inside leads to a numbered account holding my inheritance. The Conqueror has no idea I want that piece. Our intel says my family's property is being held in a government warehouse on Tarth. It has no higher security than any other warehouse. That account is a fortune, and I want it back."

Senth passed a hand across his mouth, casting a glance at the Harbinger.

The man remained immobile except for tapping his steepled fingers together twice. Some kind of signal? A code?

NarrAy bit the inside of her cheek.

"Okay." Senth stretched out his long legs. "I can see that as a reason. Where's the building?"

Lieutenant Broxus gave Senth a notereader.

Senth opened it, thumbed through several screens, withdrew the stylus, and made notes. "It's in one of Tarth City's outlying districts, sir." He handed the reader to the Harbinger. "A Vassindorf?"

Saint-Cyr perused for a moment, then gave it back to him. "No doubt."

"A Vassindorf is a kind of security system, NarrAy. The company upgrades them frequently. I'd need to qualify on certain protocols before we arrive."

"I don't understand why a level-nineteen thief needs training."

"Qualify, not train. It's standard procedure for any job over a specific skill level. If someone else were doing this job, I'd be called to qualify them. Certification is insurance against getting caught between software and security upgrades. I could be certified by noon tomorrow."

"All right. I guess I see why you need that. Keep those notes. When can we leave?"

"Around two in the afternoon."

"I'll be the one picking you up." NarrAy stood. "Where should that be?"

Senth stood and held out a chip for a debit bracelet. "Meet me here. We'll have a final briefing, sign a contract, and be on our way."

When she reached for the small chip, he held it up before him, causing her to meet his gaze.

"You don't have to worry about my ability. I can and will do what you hired me to do." He dropped the chip into her outstretched hand. "We'll get your locket and be back here within four days. Five, at the absolute most."

"You're sure?"

"Oh yeah." Senth flashed a look at the Harbinger. "Count on it. Grab and go." He snapped his fingers. "This job will be a cinch."
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​​​​​Chapter Three
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All People's Liberation Army Ship Jalane

Officers' Quarters

After a debriefing with her superior, NarrAy returned to her cabin. She locked the door and set the privacy indicator to full block, then kicked off her high heels and set about stripping off the red party dress. The All People's Liberation Army had spent a tradestandard month raising funds for this mission, and she couldn't waste one drak of it by spoiling the clothes. She'd have to wear the dress aboard ship on the way to Tarth.

Her cover as a wealthy woman on vacation with a full staff had not been her idea, and she'd fought the nonsense of spending an outrageous sum for party clothes, flying on a sleepliner—empire-class no less—reserving the finest suite in the biggest hotel, ground transportation, and the flight back.

All she'd wanted was the cost for hiring a member of the elite Thieves' Guild with the right expertise for the job.

But the Sleeper, the APLA's leader, insisted that individuals who could afford to hire a Level Nineteen thief were wealthy. He'd promised a special price if NarrAy hired the son of his old friend, the Harbinger. Letting Saint-Cyr know why the APLA wanted the stolen device back was out of the question. Hence the elaborate cover.

The Harbinger's "special" price by itself was triple her original budget. She comforted herself with the thought that it could have been full price. To get into a government holding area, even a backwater one, meant paying the dues.

"How does anyone afford these guys?" NarrAy hung the dress inside her bagbot and stuffed the shoes into their cubby. "Please let Senth be worth it."

She stepped back and took in the meticulously arranged articles of clothing, hung according to length, and grouped by color. She never wore red, but almost everything in the bagbot blared the color. Encie's doing. The Kin female had shown off each item as if it were precious gold. Who cared about brand names? Clothes covered the body. End of story.

One slim drawer had bras folded with their cups tucked into one another, each lying beside the other in neat rows. Strips of cloth she assumed were panties lay grouped by color. A smaller drawer held cosmetics, none of which NarrAy recognized. Beyond her preferred fragrance-free soap and moisturizer, the rest belonged to the persona she'd display during the mission.

Encie had helped her dress and apply cosmetics, chiding NarrAy for not knowing how to use them.

NarrAy had set her straight on that. Betters could be arrested for attracting people, and NarrAy was not going to enhance her looks even more.

But the Sleeper had intervened and insisted. NarrAy's cover demanded she portray a flashy, sensual woman who traveled empire class, insisted on the best of the best, and bought what she wanted when she wanted it. Including the services of a top of the line Thieves' Guild member.

She pressed the Compact button on the bagbot and it activated. The unit emitted a soft squeal of air as it folded itself down to a robotic suitcase. When she went to the starport, it would follow her, and then install itself in her cabin and serve as a closet once more.

After opening her dresser, she pulled out a pair of her usual plain white cotton briefs. A white cotton bra and gray uniform socks followed. Another drawer held gray pants and a pullover tunic top. She ruffled a few things just to annoy the droid staff. They laundered and pressed her uniform, put it all away, cleaned her cabin, and made the bed. NarrAy had long since given up any pretense of personal organization anywhere but in her work, and she had Encie for most of that.

What mattered were results, and results were what NarrAy Jorlan got.

She set her uniform on a chair, but instead of heading for the shower, she glanced back at the bunk, and then tossed herself onto it. She linked hands behind her head. The high heels had no arch supports, made her feet ache, and put stress on her shoulders and lower back. Yet women wore them routinely so they could walk around on tiptoe for the purpose of attracting men.

All she had to do was enter a room and her pheromones grabbed them by the nose. She chuckled. Among other parts.

Encie had painted NarrAy's toenails a light red to match her fingernails. Supposedly the special glossrylic applied to her nail beds guaranteed they wouldn't chip or peel, and changing color was as easy as touching a wand to a color sample, which then transferred to her nails with a single tap on each.

The tight dress had left a mark across her chest, and a thin line still showed against the fair skin of her bosom. She slid one finger along it, then applied more pressure with her thumb. The organic process of a firm touch, even of her own skin, stimulated her pheromones.

NarrAy gasped at the unintended arousal. The mingled scent of vanilla and butter evidenced itself. In such a confined space, the effect of the sugar-cookie scent was instantaneous. The scent of other Betters had no effect, but her own sent her into bliss. She writhed against the cotton blanket, its texture stimulating her even more.

"Why does my body have to do this?" She rolled off the bed. "Okay, NarrAy, focus. Focus." She picked up a flatpic of her late parents. Her folks were smiling at one another, sharing a moment of mutual joy. They'd taken the pic the day they'd found out they'd been approved to conceive a Better. Her.

Now in control, NarrAy set down the picture and stepped into the shower. She cycled the water, turned it off, and soaped up. She cycled the water once more to rinse, and then dried off with a thin, army-issue towel. Gray, like everything else in the APLA.

Once dressed in her usual fatigues, she sat down to go over details of the mission. Broxus had updated the files with covert images from the meet, including pictures of Senth. Saint-Cyr had specified no recordings, but Broxus had worn contact lenses that captured stills.

NarrAy flipped the thumbnail images onto the wall screen and sat back to admire them.

Senth bowing to her. Senth shaking her hand. Senth sitting beside her. One of him handing over his notes to Saint-Cyr. Another of the two men, both with fingers steepled in a pensive pose. It was obvious Saint-Cyr was not Senth's biological father, but the man's overt confidence had stamped itself all over his son. Another of Senth smiling as he shook NarrAy's hand once more before leaving. A scene she hadn't noticed, because she'd turned away: Senth glancing back and checking her out, a smile on his face. A final shot of Senth shrugging as Saint-Cyr cast a stern glare his way.

"What a cutie." NarrAy indulged in a moment of fantasy. "What would it feel like to kiss a Kin? Wonder what fangs feel like?" She stroked her tongue across her own teeth. "Okay, stop that. Mind on the mission. There's no time for an affair, and he's what... seven years younger? Not to mention someone you'll be around for days."

Her past lovers had been one-night quickies the evening before she was reassigned or transferred. She hadn't had to stay and deal with the feelings of being attuned to a lover.

Sex with another Better was no different from one normal human having sex with another normal. But sex between a Better and a non-Better?

No way was she touching Senth, because that would attune her to him. One hook up meant her sex partner's feelings cascaded over hers. It meant emotional roller coasters that had nothing to do with what she herself was feeling. Instant panic attacks if her sexual partner were in physical danger.

The myth about Betters going into heat always made her laugh, but it was true her kind was addictive.

If she touched Senth, he would he be bound to her, and she to him. She risked being compromised by attunement.

Besides, Saint-Cyr had told her he kept Senth on Shackle, which meant no libido. There'd be no chance to try anything. He'd explained that the drug lasted four days. Two days were needed for the job. If things went wrong and it took longer, they had a built in buffer.

Senth's last words came to mind. "'This job will be a cinch.'" NarrAy set aside her notes, and scrubbed her hands across her face. "Why, oh why, do I not believe that?"
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Kelthia, Miraj City, Central City District

Thieves' Guild Headquarters, Training Room Seven

Senth rubbed the back of a gloved hand over his damp brow. Why could he not focus? He had to get NarrAy Jorlan out of his head and do the job. The Man was going to replace him if he didn't get this done.

The Vassindorf, a duplicate of the complex protection system he'd face in the government building, might as well have been an iron wall. The featureless structure showed no signs of access. Other models lined the room where he practiced, all guaranteed to react like the real thing.

He'd worked at it all night, but the complicated interior mechanism of the Vassindorf reset every time Senth's lockpick engaged the system.

Nearby at a conference table sat Flea and Gnat, two Master Arcane thieves who'd trained Senth since he was three. Sylk, their four-year-old Deshai, sat between them. With their white hair and saintly smile wrinkles, Flea and Gnat hardly seemed like professional thieves, yet each held the highest rank in the Guild, and had for more years than anyone could remember.

Senth made another try with the Vassindorf, and the alarm sang again. "Ffffftt this! I need a break."

He set the fat, stylus-shaped lockpick on a chair and pressed his palms together, placing his hands before him as if in prayer. Closing his eyes, he cleansed his thoughts, talking himself down to a lower state of anxiety. The words his Sen'dai had taught him rolled through his mind.

"I focus on my strengths. I am indomitable. I overcome. I face every foe. I win any fight. I am bigger than any fear."

Senth let out a long breath and rolled his head, stretched his arms above him and then lowered them, flexing his fingers.

Be one with the lock. He opened his eyes, mouth twisted. What did that mean, anyway? He snatched up the lockpick.

He reset the instrument and tuned it to the new Vassindorf codes downloaded from the Guild that morning at great cost to his Sen'dai. First, aim. Senth used the lockpick's pinpoint light to target the portal's safeguard zone. Second, activate. He thumbed the pick and felt the unit hum within his grasp. When initiated, it would release a pulse, disabling security codes. If it was programmed and aimed correctly.

Come on, you lousy piece of kkkhh. Work this time. He crossed mental fingers. Third, initiate sequence for—

The alarm wailed.

"Oh ffffftt!" Senth gripped the lockpick in his fist, so tempted to hurl it on the ground, he had to force himself to set it down. He turned toward his coaches. "Flea, I've been trying for hours. What am I doing wrong?"

"You tell me, Son."

"Flea," Gnat put in. "What kind of answer is that to give the boy? You're not talking to a child." His gestured indicated little Sylk, who did not pause in his play. Gnat had given the dark-haired boy ten padlocks to open, and the lad worked a manual lockpick into the last one. The other locks already lay opened on the table.

"Senth's nervous." Flea angled the final padlock for Sylk. "He's under pressure. He needs to calm down."

"Then don't ask him what's wrong." Gnat pushed back his chair and leaned elbows on his knees while he watched Sylk. "That's like saying, 'Be one with the lock.' Like that means anything."

Senth smiled. So that was nothing but kkkhh.

Gnat guided Sylk's right hand, steadying it. "Tell Senth what's wrong, Flea."

"He already knows the answer. He needs to see it for himself."

Sylk's lock sprang open. The boy beamed.

"Good job, Sylk." Flea ruffled the boy's hair.

"Good job!" Gnat bent and kissed the boy on the head. "Want more to play with?"

Sylk nodded. His pale skin was stark white compared to Flea's and Gnat's, as if illness plagued him. Rumor had it he never spoke, but Senth had heard him.

Gnat dug around in a bag he'd set on another chair. "If Senth knew what he was doing wrong, then why would he ask the question?"

The master thieves turned toward Senth, folded their hands and placed them on the table in front of them.

Sylk plopped his there too.

Senth sighed. "Maybe you're right. I'm nervous. I'll try again."

"Good lad." Gnat pushed aside the open locks and set a different type on the table in front of Sylk. "Here you go, Son. Try these."

Senth stuffed a few loose curls under his cap and went back to work. He smoothed his gloves, tightening them over his fingers. He brought the back of one hand up to rub his nose and caught the scent NarrAy had left, triggering senses that flooded him with memories. A shiver ran over him.

That red dress! Even taking Shackle, he'd had to work to keep himself from looking at her body. Khyff was right, though. Not focusing on the woman's body made her curious. Although she'd prolly taken one look at his fangs and said ffffftt that. But wow was she gorgeous! Those gold-colored streaks in her hair looked like captured sunrays. Khyff would laugh his butt off for thinking that way. Why did she wear it up? Was it long? Would it tickle if it fell over—

"Senthys?"

He jumped at his Sen'dai's voice.

Saint-Cyr entered and shut the door. "Still practicing, I see."

Senth hid both hands behind him. "Yes, sir."

Saint-Cyr's raven-like eyes narrowed at him like he read every forbidden memory of NarrAy's luscious beauty skulking through Senth's mind. "Status report."

"He's doing fine," Flea answered.

"Except for a little trouble," Gnat added.

"Trouble." Saint-Cyr frowned at Senth. "Explain."

"No trouble," Flea insisted. "He's doing fine."

"Fine," Gnat echoed. "Except for not being able to break into the system."

"This one is identical to the one on Tarth." Saint-Cyr stalked closer. "You've been working on it since last night. You should have been in ten times by now."

"I know, sir. I can do it." Senth took a step back, spreading his hands. "It's just..." Flea, Gnat, and Sylk were watching him. "Um, it's just..."

"That he hasn't done it yet." Flea nodded. "He will. In time."

"Time is something he doesn't have." The Harbinger pointed toward the door. "It's nearly noon. Ms. Jorlan will be next door in two hours."

What if his Sen'dai handed over the job to someone else? What if he let another thief work with NarrAy? Senth folded his arms in defiance. "No!"

Saint-Cyr raised his eyebrows.

"Er..." Senth lowered his hands. "I...I mean... I'll get it, Sen'dai. It's complicated."

"Complicated. The system, or your excuses?"

Flea pushed back his chair and walked around the table. "The system, Luc, of course. Senth's doing fine."

Senth had never heard anyone but the Grand Master, Flea, Gnat—or Wulf Gabriel, Saint-Cyr's lover—call the Harbinger by his first name. Senth had given up trying, even in fun. One glare from the man held more threat than the risk was worth.

"Son." Saint-Cyr removed an item from his pocket and set it on the table. "This system is far from impossible. You broke into a stronger one under the house when you were fourteen. This Vassindorf's nothing. Sylk could get into it."

The little boy lifted his head.

"If you can't do this, tell me now. I don't have time to waste finding a replacement."

"No, Sen'dai, I can do it. All I need is—"

"Vassindorf security breached successfully," the Guild's training computer announced. "Resetting."

Sylk handed Senth the lockpick, went back to the table, and climbed up into his chair. He stuck a pick into a lock as if nothing unusual had happened. Gnat leaned over and kissed Sylk's dark hair.

"Oh, come on!" Senth threw
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