
  
  
      
        
          Trials of Conviction

          The Firebird Chronicles

		      
          T.A. White

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2023 by T.A. White
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Twenty One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Twenty Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Twenty Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Twenty Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Twenty Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        26.
        
        Twenty Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        27.
        
        Twenty Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        28.
        
        Twenty Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        29.
        
        Twenty Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        30.
        
        Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        31.
        
        Thirty One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        32.
        
        Thirty Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        DEFINITIONS
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        CONNECT WITH ME
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        DISCOVER MORE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  One

Elena – Tsavitee Planet


Cold was the first thing Elena noticed upon being spat out of the vortex of chaos and madness she'd been swept into. That and fear. A deep seated terror she'd felt rarely in her short life. The last time being the day Uncle Jin found her cowering in the corner of a dank, dingy room. Covered in grime and other things as she struggled not to faint from malnutrition and hunger.   
This situation felt like that one. The looming sense of impending doom. The bleak understanding that she'd wandered into a situation far outside the control of her young body. 
Elena swallowed the whimper that tried to rise, forcing it down with the rest of her emotions. She ignored the voice at the back of her mind that whispered of the atrocities the Tsavitee had committed. The things they'd done to the forty three. Her mother. Aunt Kira and Uncle Jin. Even the other children Aunt Kira occasionally brought to Aunt Selene. 
Elena shook her head, determinedly dismissing those thoughts. She couldn't allow them to influence her. Aunt Kira had given her a mission. The first one that really mattered. Survive at all costs.
She would. She had to.
But first she needed information and a plan. Cowering in a corner wouldn't save her this time. As Aunt Kira would say—all it would buy her was a death on her knees.
Of course, she'd never say that in front of Elena. She'd wait until she thought Elena wasn't listening and say it later. But only to Uncle Jin. And only to complain about someone she considered an idiot. Someone who might have survived if they'd only shown a little backbone. A hint of tenacity in this frightful universe. A place where you sometimes had to do crazy things and take impossible chances to make it through another day.
Aunt Kira had always tried her hardest to protect Elena from harsh reality. She'd gone out of her way to safeguard Elena's childhood and not expose her prematurely to grim truths. 
But Elena knew. She'd always known. 
This universe was filled with wondrous things. Beauty and light and everything perfect. But it also held darkness. Horrid people who did terrible things in the name of greed. 
People like that disgusted Elena. They made her want to do violent, awful things right back. 
She sometimes wondered what kind of person she would have been if not for her aunts and uncle. An angry one, she suspected. A girl with a massive chip on her shoulder who might have become exactly like the monsters.
Elena took stock of her surroundings, finding herself alone. At least for now. 
She was in a medium sized room built from black stone. A pattern had been carved into the floor and ceilings, the same power that had summoned her still crackling along the lines. 
It was a rune of some kind. Similar to the ones Elena had seen on Ta Sa'Riel, the home planet of the Tuann. Her mother's people. And Aunt Kira's. 
She looked beyond the rune. Toward the smooth walls that awaited her on the opposite side of the room. There were no doors. At least not from what she could see. Only endless opaque black glass that reflected the wan and pinched looking features that Auntie always said were a carbon copy of Elise's when she was her age. 
Sometimes Elena questioned the accuracy of that statement, wondering if maybe Aunt Kira saw what she wanted to in Elena's features. Personally, Elena thought she took after her dad more than her egg donor. But that could be her projecting. 
Unlike her aunts', Elena's ears were un-docked. They were as pointy as any Tuann's. If you wanted to get picky about it, you could say the slant was a tiny bit less severe considering her status as only half Tuann. But they'd fool pretty much anyone. 
Elena had always liked the vivid amber color of her eyes. The shade pairing well with the gold in her curly hair. 
Add in her pert nose, pointed chin and the cupid's bow of her lips and she looked insufferably adorable. 
It was why people had a tendency to underestimate her. They saw her exterior and never looked deeper. Something she often used to her advantage to escape trouble. Aunt Selene, and Aunt Kira to a lesser extent, were the only people immune to her charms. 
"This place feels weird," Elena muttered under her breath, registering a prickly sensation that was both similar yet completely different than any Mea'Ave Elena had previously experienced. 
This felt sharper. More biting. Dangerous almost. Like there was something waiting to strike. One wrong move and it'd be goodbye Elena. Her psyche would be shredded to pieces. No, thank you. That didn't sound like fun to her. Not even a little bit. 
Gradually, Elena became conscious of a cold weight wrapped securely around her bicep. The memory of what happened directly before she was ripped from her aunt's side and sent to this place came back to her.
"Uncle Jin!"
Elena stuck a hand into the neck of her shirt, searching until her fingers brushed against the scaled surface of Uncle Jin's avatar. Relief like she'd never felt before swept through her as she stilled. 
Her immobility lasted only a second before she tugged her shirt's collar away from her body, needing the visual reassurance of his presence. 
"You came," Elena whispered in a clogged voice. 
She wasn't alone. He was in this with her.
The ruby colored eyes of the avatar were closed, giving the impression that its owner was sleeping. Created to resemble a lu-ong, a creature that looked like a cross between an eastern dragon and its avian cousin, the avatar was impressively small and delicate looking. Its body slightly translucent. The blush color of its scales reminded Elena of Morganite. It even had the whiskers and mane-like crest that the lu-ong were known for. 
Elena didn't try to remove Uncle Jin from his hiding spot. If there were cameras in this room, it was best to leave him where he was. A secret only she knew.
With that thought in mind, she released the shirt. Her gaze darted around the room as she pressed the neck against her chest for a moment before forcing herself to drop her hand nonchalantly. Mustn't tip off anybody watching. If Uncle Jin was unconscious and not faking it for reasons only her silly uncle would understand, it was important she protect him. At least until he was himself again. 
Play it cool, Elena advised herself in her head. Nothing to see here. Just Super Agent Elena reporting for duty.
The sound of stone sliding against the floor made Elena jump. She froze as a humanoid male entered the room via an opening in the wall that hadn't been there seconds before. 
He stopped abruptly, staring at Elena in shock with his strange silvery eyes. 
Mantis. He had to be. She recognized those overly long limbs that made him look like a walking stick. 
Confusion and anger replaced the mantis's surprise. "You're not the person I was expecting."  
Elena gulped as he started toward her, backing away before she could stop herself. 
Hold your ground, Elena ordered herself, stiffening her legs and sneering right back at the Tsavitee.
She was brave. She was courageous. A mantis wasn’t enough to make her cower.
His knowing chuckle a second later made her question that decision. The series of staccato clicks triggered the primitive side of Elena's brain. The one responsible for survival.
Before Elena could react, a slash of darkness and light sundered the room. A figure was deposited in their midst. Right on top of the archaic runes Elena had landed on seconds earlier. 
The person rose, sweeping a glance across the room. 
The woman's features were as familiar to Elena as her own. They should be. After all, the woman was her egg donor. 
Elise's indifferent gaze caught and lingered on the mantis as he frowned at her, looking from her to the rune in confusion.
"Iffli."
According to Elena's studies, that word roughly translated to half-breed. Or waste. Sometimes mutt. 
The Tsavitee were fans of words with a multitude of meanings. This one conveyed their utmost disdain toward the person they were applying the insult to.
Elena wasn't a fan of it being used in conjunction with Elise. She might no longer consider the other woman her mother—simply an egg donor—but that didn't mean she was okay with her being insulted. 
“You're not due back for months. What are you doing here?” the mantis rasped in a voice that sounded like dry branches rattling against each other. 
Emotion moved in Elise's eyes as she looked Elena over. There and gone in a split second.
The mantis reached for Elise's shoulder. “Did you not hear me?”
His hand disintegrated. It happened so fast that Elena didn't register what had happened. Not until his agonized scream ripped through the room.
Elena jumped as fear crawled up her throat.
Elise's gaze was dispassionate, her expression emotionless as she watched the mantis cower in front of her. "I can't tell if you're brave or arrogant." 
Elena shook with the need to flee. 
This wasn't her mother. It couldn't be. This was someone else. A monster that wore her mother's face and spoke in her voice. 
Elena was forgotten as Elise advanced on the mantis. 
He backed away, moaning. 
"There is a price to pay when you make mistakes," Elise informed him gently.
Fear twisted his features. “Please!”
“I’m afraid it's much too late for that, dahna,” Elise said, using a Tsavitee term that meant unfortunate one.
Elena's shriek was lost amid the mantis's screams. She forgot her earlier resolve, retreating to wedge herself in the furthest corner of the room. She crouched and hid her face against her lap, not wanting to see. 
Auntie was wrong. So very wrong. Elise was no hero.
Elena tried to tune everything out as she rocked back and forth, covering her ears and humming to herself to drown out the sounds. 
She was okay. She wasn't here. This didn't matter. 
A soft touch on her shoulder a long time later made Elena realize how silent the room had gone.
"Let me get a look at you." 
The hand on Elena's shoulder slid up to her jaw, forcing her to lift her head to focus on the woman squatting in front of her. 
Specks of blood dotted Elise's face, the bright splashes of purple and silver almost obscene against the elegant features of Elena's egg donor. Thick eyebrows and high cheekbones lent drama to her features, turning them into something divine.
Her mother was a beautiful woman. No wonder her dad had fallen for the psycho. 
The sight beyond her egg donor made her swallow convulsively before she snapped her gaze back to Elise. 
Was that blood dripping from the ceiling? Along with other matter she tried not to think too hard about. 
Elena widened her eyes, desperately focusing on her egg donor. Don't see. Don't you dare look again. 
"You're okay," Elise whispered. 
No, Elena was not okay. She was so far from it she might as well have been in another galaxy.
"What are you doing?" Elena flailed as Elise patted her clothes, working her way over to the bicep where Uncle Jin clung. "Stop!"
Elise easily quelled Elena's struggles, dragging the neckline of her shirt over so she could see the sleeping spawn. Relief showed on her face. "Well done, Jin."
Elena yanked herself out of Elise's grip, slapping her shirt over the lu-ong and holding it in place in case her egg donor tried anything else.
Elise's lips tugged up in a smile that reminded Elena of her Aunt Kira's. It held a similar level of self-deprecation. Acknowledging her faults with a wryness that made you want to smile along with her. 
"We don't have much time, little light. There are two things you must always remember." Elise's gaze roved Elena's features with a yearning that Elena might have believed if not for the way the other had pretended she didn’t exist when they were on Ta Sa'Riel. "The first—your Aunt Kira has never made a promise she hasn't kept. She will come for you. She'll tear the universe apart if that's what it takes."
Elena scoffed. "As if I need you to tell me that."
She'd read the old mission reports. She knew what her auntie was capable of and how much she'd suffered when she thought the egg donor and the Curs had died. There was nothing and no one who would stand in Aunt Kira's way when it came to the people she cared about. 
Sooner or later, Aunt Kira would come for her. Mercy on anyone who tried to stop her. 
The only problem was that the universe was vast. It might take Auntie longer than she could afford.
The smile that lit Elise's face made Elena stop and stare. It was like watching a ray of sunlight pierce a bank of storm clouds. The severity in her features vanishing for a brief moment.
This must have been what drew Elena's father and aunt to the woman all those years ago.
Elise's face softened as she cupped Elena's cheek. Love overflowed from her gaze. "Of course, you don't."
Elena struggled to ignore the tacky feeling she suspected was blood.
"I love you and your father more than anything in this world." 
There was such pain and agony in those words that Elena found herself swayed for a brief moment. She forgot the crimes this woman had committed and the cruel manner with which she'd killed the mantis. 
All she saw was the mother she'd dreamed about every night since Uncle Jin and Aunt Kira started telling her the stories. 
Elise's features lost their gentleness, smoothing into lines of detachment and disinterest as a door formed behind her. She rose, imparting one last piece of advice. "From this moment forward, you’re not to believe a single word out of my mouth or trust me in any way."
What did that even mean? 
Elena was still wondering as Elise withdrew to face the Tsavitee general who stepped inside the room. 
"Lothos, you're late," Elise said lightly. 
The general didn't look up from his study of the mantis's body, taking in the slaughter with impassive yellow eyes. 
Like most of his kind, the general was tall with skin as black as the void of space. Red, glowing symbols were etched into the left side of his torso, arms and face. Only a few appearing on the right side of his body. His immense rack of horns showed his age spanned centuries and that his status belonged in the upper ranks of the Tsavitee horde.
He treated Elena's existence like air. So unimportant it didn't bear acknowledgment as he focused on Elise. "You were not supposed to return in this manner. Your presence suggests your mission did not go as planned."
Elise's lip curled. "Blame your contact for that. He was useless. Not even able to arrange a proper distraction. He tipped off not only the Phoenix but the Tuann as well. Because of that, I was compromised. It was either abandon the planet or face capture."
"Our masters won't be pleased to know you've once again failed in your assignment."
Elise's scoff was scathing. "They should have let me do things my way. Targeting anyone in Kira's vicinity was bound to alert her to our presence. You know the lengths she'll go to protect her own."
The general looked unmoved. "That is why we suggested you kill her."
Elena's small sound of protest attracted the general's intimidating stare.
Elena fought the urge to duck her head and hunch in on herself. Auntie always said when up against a bigger predator you couldn't show weakness. You had to bluff so they didn't decide you were prey and attack.
Elise made a restless move, somehow making it seem like an accident as she blocked his line of sight. "We had an agreement. Touch the Phoenix and this alliance is over."
Lothos made a noncommittal sound as he moved his attention back to Elise. "This reflects poorly on your record. They will punish you."
"Nothing I haven't faced before."
"Where is my nephew?" Lothos made a show of looking around the room. "I do not see him with you."
"You'll have to talk to him about that the next time you see him. I broke him out of the prison where he was being held. He is the one who decided to return to their custody."
Lothos pinned Elise with a penetrating stare. "That's difficult to believe. Aeron knows the stakes."
Elise's shrug was careless. "I created the opportunity as you requested. His subsequent decisions are his own responsibility."
"Aeron is of vital importance to our cause. My other brothers won't look kindly on his continued absence. You want them on your side."
"You're not telling me anything I don't know."
That response seemed to satisfy Lothos as his attention shifted to Elena. "Who's this?"
"She's nothing. Nobody important."
Heat flooded the back of Elena's neck as embarrassment and something worse filled her. 
She’d spent years yearning for the woman in front of her. Nights and days dreaming about their first meeting. 
And this was how her egg donor described her. As nothing. 
Elena felt her heart breaking. Cracking into tiny little pieces as her girlhood dreams shattered around her. It was one thing to refer to Elise as her egg donor in her head. Another entirely to hear her mother dismiss her so casually. It didn't matter that Elise had already warned her not to trust anything out of her mouth from here on out. Her words rang with a note of truth that Elena had a hard time denying. Elena really was nobody to her. That was certainly more believable than her egg donor’s claim of love. 
Elena kept the pain those words caused off her face. Survive. That was the only thing she needed to do. Just survive.
Lothos's gaze remained locked on Elise's face, his expression considering. "Then it won't matter if we dispose of her."
"I considered that," Elise admitted. As if it wasn't her child's fate up for debate. "But she was seen in Kira's company on more than one occasion. She has ties to the Phoenix that we might be able to exploit." 
"You want me to protect her." Lothos's face left no doubt as to how much he disliked that suggestion.
"You know how Kira is. She won't abandon a child she feels responsible for. She'll come for her. You can use that opportunity for your plan."
Lothos looked like he was considering. "It would be better to give her to the masters. They can vent their anger on her instead of you."
Elena's stomach curdled. Her breathing stuttered for a brief second before she caught herself, forcing it to resume a normal cadence.
She knew how bad that would be for her. She'd overheard Aunt Kira and Uncle Jin talking one night. They were two of the strongest people Elena knew. Anything that could put that amount of pain and fear in their voices was better off avoided at all costs.
"I disagree. We need the Phoenix's cooperation. If the child is harmed, she will not bargain," Elise said. "I can take anything the masters throw at me. The child can't say the same. She's far too weak to survive their anger."
Lothos narrowed his eyes at her. "You're not trying to hide something from me, are you?"
"Of course not," Elise answered lightly. "I learned my lesson the last time."
The moment dragged as Lothos stared. Suspicion forming behind his eyes.
Elena found herself holding her breath. What would she do if he realized Elise was lying? Fight? She'd die. 
But maybe that would be better. Being ripped apart at the seams didn't sound like a bucket list item. 
No. Survive. Those were Auntie's orders. Survive at all costs. No matter who you had to sacrifice or what you had to do. 
Easier said than done. 
An eternity later, Lothos seemed to come to a decision. "Very well. I'll believe you. For now."
Elise's face remained apathetic. As if it didn't matter to her whether or not Lothos believed her. 
Lothos's gaze shifted to Elena. "Does she understand our language?"
"Of course not. She's Tuann. You know their kind. Only ever interested in their own matters."
Lothos's frown sent another jolt of adrenaline through Elena system. "Are you sure?"
Shit. He knew. 
And Aunt Selene would have sent her to time out for using that word. 
Elena fought the desire to flee, trying not to react outwardly in any way. 
Pretend. Pretend. 
Of course, a Tuann wouldn't know the Tsavitee language. They would have no reason to. They hadn't fought in a war against them. Even if they had, Elena doubted most would have taken the time to understand their enemy.
A human might have. A Haldeel scholar definitely would have. But not a Tuann, who were the very definition of arrogance.
If not for Elise's disguised warning, Elena would have already given herself away. 
She couldn't help but be upset about that oversight. Only a few minutes in and she'd already endangered her cover. She needed to be better than this. 
"If she knows a little, it's probably due to the Phoenix's influence. She was obsessed with studying the Tsavitee and everything about them," Elise answered, sounding bored.
The comment offered a way for Elena to "learn" the Tsavitee language faster than if she was newly exposed to it. 
A door appeared in the same place it had earlier. A second general stepped inside, pausing at the sight of the dead mantis before continuing. 
Possessing a smaller stature than Lothos, the newcomer still towered over Elise by nearly three feet. His horns weren't as impressive or as well developed as Lothos's, placing him lower than the other general in the hierarchy. His face was impassive as he stopped a few feet away, clasping his hands behind his back as he waited to be acknowledged. 
"Speak," Lothos ordered.
"The masters are aware of her return and have asked for her presence."
Elise's chin lifted. There was a note of fear before it was gone. 
"I can't protect you from this," Lothos informed her.
"I didn't ask you to."
Lothos sighed. "Do what you can to appease them and hurry back."
Elise sauntered toward the door. "You don't have to tell me that."
Her hands moved briefly. A bare flutter of movement that was hardly noticeable. Only someone who'd grown up learning the self-developed sign language of the forty three would have recognized the motions as something other than a nervous tick. 
It was a message. A brief one.
"Beware."
That's all Elena got before the wall reformed.
"She's hiding something," the second general announced in Tsavitee.
"Probably."
"What do you want to do?"
"For now, we'll wait."
"The girl?"
Elena allowed fear to form on her face. They'd expect a scared little girl so that's exactly what she'd give them. 
The fact she really was terrified made the deception easier.
"Throw her to the pits," Lothos said after a moment of consideration. "We'll see if she survives long enough to be worth protecting."






  
  Two

Kira – Ta Sa’Riel


A storm was forming off the coast. A harbinger of things to come. The wind and waves set to reshape everything that had once been. Already, thin ribbons of clouds partially veiled the night sky. Infrequent pockets appearing to offer a glimpse of the vast expanse waiting beyond.  
Such a big universe. So easy to get lost in.
That was where Kira needed to be. Searching for her niece and Jin. Not on a planet with a sky that matched Kira's mood. A little bit dark. A touch forbidding. With the promise of misfortune on the horizon.
How very apt, considering her current situation. 
Kira focused on the glass's reflection, her uncle's solemn face appearing over her shoulder. The resemblance between them was uncanny. A product of Harlow being her father's twin. Had her father lived, he would have looked exactly like Harlow. Minus the scars. One that bisected his eyebrow, narrowly missing his eye to carve a jagged line down his cheek. Another that followed the line of his jaw.
Like Kira, Harlow's hair was a deep burgundy red. A color their family line was infamous for. 
Their features carried a similar stamp, pointing to a shared heritage even without the signpost of their coloring.
Their eyes were where things diverged; Kira's a grayish purple that were inherited from her mother's side of the family. Depending on the light and her mood, they could appear more purple or closer to the gray of those storm clouds outside. Harlow's were the golden color of a raptor. And like that bird, they held a piercing intensity that always seemed to see right through her. 
"Are you sure you want to do this?" Harlow asked.
There was a sense of disconnection as she faced her uncle. His expression familiar and alien at the same time. It felt like she should be able to understand the emotions on his face, but for some reason everything felt out of sync. Like a barely heard melody that was missing the important notes. 
Kira rubbed her chest, the pang there taking her off guard. "You said the emperor is a reasonable man. I'm choosing to believe those words."
Harlow caught the small movement, his shoulders rising and falling as he took a deep breath. "This situation is complicated. There's no guarantee he will agree to your proposal."
"He will." 
Even if Kira had to use force to accomplish her objective.
Harlow schooled his features, but not before Kira caught the faint note of concern there. 
He didn't agree with her course of action. Not entirely anyway. He thought she was being reckless. True, but Kira didn't know how to be any other way right now.
"Very well. If this is your wish," Harlow said, the sense of defeat in his voice puncturing the impenetrable shell she'd wrapped around herself. The wall that had been there since she'd awoken from her fugue state three days ago. The tiny pinprick it opened allowed her to push back the tide of numbness. Just a bit. Enough for his earlier expression to make sense.
Sorrow and regret. That's what she'd seen. How had she missed that?
"Uncle," Kira managed.
Her voice was faint. Almost inaudible but it spurred her to latch onto her connection with him. She used it to drag herself out of the morass she'd fallen into in the brief span of time she'd spent staring out the window. 
How easy it had been to get lost. To descend into a state where the outside world didn't seem to matter. 
It was a temporary reprieve from the grief that weighed on her. More likely to backfire than help.
Yes, the numbness offered a respite from the pain and guilt, but it also deadened her perception. It made it so she couldn't remember what was important. The people around her. Not just Jin and Elena but her uncle and all the others she'd need to get through this. 
The funny part was that this wasn't her first time down this road. The last time she'd broken herself. Almost irreparably.
Harlow set a hand on her arm, the physical touch bolstering her. "I feel like I've failed you. I promised she'd be safe."
"We all failed that day. Not just you."
Her failure was what hurt the most. The innocent would pay the price for her ineptitude. That knowledge ate at her, but she wouldn't let it destroy her. Not again.
"That's why we're here, though, isn't it?" she asked, her gaze steady. "To correct our oversight."
By any means necessary.
"Just promise me one thing," Harlow said, pain on his face. "You'll come back at the end of this. To your House."
Kira didn't like making promises she couldn't keep. With where she was going and what she planned to do, there was no such thing as certainty. She was fully aware she might die in this endeavor.
Harlow was a man Kira respected. Moreover, he was family. One of only two blood relatives she knew of. 
Lying, even as a way to give him hope, felt wrong. 
"Don't worry so, Uncle. I've just started to live again. I won't jeopardize what I've gained."
Unless there was really no other alternative.
Harlow was no fool. He didn't need to hear that last part to understand that was where her head was at. 
"Don't forget, niece. You're of Roake now. Call for us and we will answer."
His offer was a kindness. One she didn't know if she'd be able to bring herself to take advantage of. 
"Do you ever fear your house may resent you for allowing me to drag them into my vendetta?" 
It was what she was afraid of. That they'd come to hate her for the loss of lives. Tuann lived for a long time. Thousands of years if something didn't forcefully end their life. But they procreated extremely slowly. A single disastrous battle could wreak havoc on a House, taking centuries to recover from.
Technically speaking, the Tuann were never at war with the Tsavitee. Only a few in the emperor's court and some in the upper ranks of Roake's House knew about the presence behind the Tsavitee. A group responsible for enslaving the Tuann many thousands of years ago. The masters, as they were known. The rest of the Tuann had no clue. Some of the other Houses might suspect but most were in the dark. They'd wonder why they had to put their lives on the line for someone who could barely be considered one of them. A child stolen from them during an event the Tuann referred to as the Sorrowing. 
As a result, Kira hadn't grown up Tuann. Until recently, she'd considered herself human. A product of clandestine gene experiments but homo sapiens nonetheless.
For that reason, she'd prefer not to drag House Roake into a war they didn't desire and one that would likely cost them considerably.
"You didn't start this war. The Tsavitee and their masters did when they attacked the adva ka. There are a lot of people who'd be grateful for a chance at vengeance. Remember that," Harlow instructed. "We're with you, niece. Never doubt it."
Kira's inhale was shaky as she gave him the nod he was expecting.
"That is why when you find them, you're not to go in alone. You will call us," Harlow pressed.
She nodded again. "Alright."
The tense set of Harlow's features eased. He gave her a firm nod before turning toward the waiting double doors that were guarded by a pair of the emperor's oshota. Kira took her place at his side as a sign of her status as Harlow's heir.
"I promise to do everything in my power to make it back," Kira said softly as Harlow signaled to the oshota that they were ready to enter.
Harlow gave no sign of hearing as he stepped inside, leaving Kira to follow. She was careful to keep her expression blank as she took in the room's occupants. 
The Overlords of almost every major House were present along with representatives of influential minor Houses. Interspersed among their ranks were those in the matte black synth armor that designated them as the emperor's people.
To her surprise, only one of the emperor's Faces, those individuals bestowed with the emperor's authority, was in attendance. Disappointment moved through Kira at the realization that the Face she most expected to see was missing. His absence an unexpected blow that threatened the delicate balance she'd struck with herself. 
She'd seen Graydon only once since he’d come out of his coma. An all-too-brief meeting that had done little to reassure her as to his health. Little was known about the side effects a sleeper, the Tsavitee weapon Elise had used on him to render him unconscious, would have on a Tuann. It could be she was worrying for nothing. 
Then again, it wasn't like Graydon to be absent for something as important as this. 
Kira sent her uncle an uncertain look, hoping he wasn't hiding something from her. Though could she really blame him after everything she'd just put him through? Her own fugue state and its aftermath.
"House Roake, it's good of you to join us after all this time. We've missed you during these proceedings," the Overlord of House Asanth drawled. 
The man's size rivaled most of those in the room. It wasn't fat either. Just pure muscle mass stretched over a giant's body. 
Tiny scars ran down the side of his neck and along a portion of his jaw. A sign that at some point in this man's life he'd come very close to dying. A chunk was missing from the tip of one ear. The way it had healed, jagged and covered in scar tissue, was very different from Kira's which had been docked in a surgical procedure to allow her to blend in better with humans. 
The Overlord didn't wait for Harlow's response, his gaze locked on Kira. "Oh look, you've brought your heir. How fortuitous." The Overlord made a show of searching the air over Kira's shoulder. "No soul bound today? I thought he was your constant companion."
Kira didn't react to the provocation. No one except her, Harlow, and a very trusted few knew about Jin's absence. 
"Considering his last encounter with the Tuann almost led to his execution, I thought it best he sit this one out." Kira swept a meaningful gaze over those assembled, most of whom had been present during the trial to decide Jin's fate. 
As the first soul bound discovered in recent memory, the Tuann had been understandably perturbed when they'd found one in their midst. The soul bound had always been considered abominations. Monsters that went against the natural order of the universe, thought to only be capable of madness and bloodshed. 
They were what happened when you took the soul of a living creature and bound it to a creation of metal and circuitry. 
Jin proved an exception to the truths that had defined them for so long. Soul bound but with his mind and empathy intact. 
Kira glanced at the only Tuann present not wearing the synth armor that marked them as oshota. The emperor's Face of Justice, a man who didn't need a weapon or armor to be considered dangerous. 
There was a tiny wrinkle on Eurus's brow as he regarded Kira. His shoulder length red hair was the only splash of color in his otherwise monochromatic pallet. His high collared, formal black jacket and white shirt made his already pale skin look even paler.
All he needed was a set of fangs and blood dribbling out of the corner of his mouth to be a dead ringer for the vampires of myth. He'd even managed to nail their haughtiness. A bone deep arrogance exuded from him that seemed to say that these proceedings weren’t worth his effort.
"No need to fret." Asanth leaned back in his chair. "We're more interested to hear of what became of the rest of the children taken during the Sorrowing."
Kira glanced at Harlow.
"The other three disappeared after the trial," Harlow informed her.
Asanth stretched, making himself comfortable. "Courtesy of that interesting fella, no doubt. What was his name again?"
"Pallas."
"Ah, yes. Pallas. You wouldn't happen to know where they went, would you?"
"No."
If Selene, Alexander and Pallas were gone, it meant the forty three had been apprised of the situation. They'd know about Elise and Elena. Not Jin though. He'd been very careful when he slipped into his lu-ong spawn. They probably wouldn't realize the significance of the J1N collapsing immediately after. 
Kira didn't want to think her siblings would leak that information to the Tsavitee, but you never knew. She'd gotten this far by being paranoid. 
"That's disappointing," Asanth said with a sigh, not sounding disappointed at all. "I was hoping for an opportunity to speak with them. You could arrange that, couldn't you?"
Asanth raised his eyebrows at Kira in expectation. 
"No." 
And not just because Alexander and the rest would kill her. 
"Is that all you can say? No?" Asanth challenged. 
Kira's primus washed away the irritation and anger she might have felt before it could fully manifest. Cold pragmatism replaced it. 
It was dangerous to allow her primus to remain close enough to the surface to affect her emotions like this. Created for battle, the primus was Kira's alternate form. It was stronger, faster. More resilient than her current one. Very few Tuann had the power or lineage to awaken one. Probably a good thing. The primus was utterly conscienceless. A being without remorse or empathy. Whose only drive was killing. 
It took years of training to control. Even then, Kira was reluctant to let it out of its cage, only using it as a weapon of last resort. 
Normally, she would have stuffed it down by now, but she was in desperate need of the respite it could give. Without it's help, she might still be stuck in her own mind. A willing victim of her grief.
The Tuann were powerful, but they possessed one weakness. The bonds they formed with others. Cut those bonds, damage them in some way and their mental state was affected. Some went a little mad. Like Kira when she lost her Curs. Others let themselves wither. They faded away a little more each day until finally their hearts stopped. 
The primus protected her from either of those outcomes. At least in the short term. 
A reckoning was coming. But hopefully not before she'd saved Jin and Elena.
"Your children don't want a relationship with you. What part of that is hard to understand?" Kira asked, the words colder than they would have been without the primus's influence.
Asanth lifted his head off his hand as watchfulness replaced his lazy expression. 
Interesting. Kira had expected anger. 
The anticipated explosion came from a different direction as Kashori's Overlord slammed a hand on the table in front of her. "Watch yourself, Roake."
Oh, right. Kashori's Overlord had lost a child in the Sorrowing too. 
"No," Kira whispered.
The woman standing behind Asanth's Overlord bristled, her gaze training on Kira as one hand went to the weapon concealed in her synth armor.
Harlow held a hand out between Kira and the woman. "Easy, child."
Kira's gaze flicked in his direction. "You don't get to call me that anymore. I passed my adva ka."
Even by Tuann standards, she was considered a full adult.
"You will always be a child to me," Harlow returned.
Kira kept her soft snort to herself as Harlow stared Kashori and Asanth's Overlords down. 
"We're here to discuss the connection between the attack on the adva ka and the subsequent revolt during the soul bound's trial," Harlow rumbled. "Not to rehash the fate of our lost children."
Asanth leaned back in his chair, crossing a foot over his knee to signal agreement. Kashori's nod was stiff as she drew herself upright. 
A beat passed before Harlow settled himself into the only other empty chair at the table. Kira took up position behind his left shoulder. A sign of fealty and support. 
Kira's attention snagged on Luatha's Overlord. A cousin from the maternal side of Kira's family. And the only other individual besides Harlow with a direct connection to Kira's bloodline.
Liara's expression seemed to ask if Kira was okay. Kira didn't react to the question as she looked away again, her glance bouncing off Roderick, her cousin's Marshal. The mood in the room shifted as the proceedings began.
"The emperor appreciates the Houses' interest in this matter," Eurus started.
"That's all very well and good, but Asanth is more interested in knowing how he plans to deal with these attacks," Asanth drawled.
Eurus inclined his head. "An investigation is already underway."
A rumble of dissatisfaction came from Kashori. "You already know who is responsible. House Votair."
"Yes, they do seem to be the instigators," Eurus agreed.
While he was talking, Kira's attention wandered around the table. She found it interesting—and a little concerning—that Danai's Overlord was missing. From what Harlow had mentioned, the Overlord had departed for his territory immediately after the events that had taken place during Jin's trial. 
His absence could prove a problem. She wasn't certain how much he knew about Elena's connection to her—or if he'd been present when her niece was teleported into Tsavitee territory. The moments before—and directly after—had been chaotic. Kira didn't know who had been present or what information they'd managed to glean. 
"We can't ignore the fact that the attack on the trial came at the hands of Tuann from different houses," Eurus continued.
Kashori sent him a distrustful look. "You can't believe that had anything to do with us."
Eurus' eyebrow lifted a minuscule amount as he focused his unsettling red eyes on the other Overlord.
Asanth propped his cheek on his hand with a bored expression. "Helena, let the man finish before you jump down his throat." The overlord gave Eurus a thin smile of warning to tread carefully. "Go on, Eurus. You were telling us how you think our Houses have rebelled against the emperor."
There was a long pause as Eurus met Asanth's hard gaze. "The facts speak for themselves. Members of several sub houses of Danai, Kashori, Asanth, and even Luatha participated in the insurrection. To say nothing of several minor houses who aren't represented here today."
Asanth shrugged. "Our House is massive. How are we expected to keep track of all the little sub houses in addition to our own members?"
Eurus's expression looked like it had been chiseled out of granite. "The major Houses have a long standing practice of using the minor and sub houses under their umbrella to exercise their will when—how should I put this—they wish to appear innocent."
Asanth and Eurus stared at each other. Asanth was the first to look away, his lip curling in a halfhearted sneer. 
"Does anybody else find it suspicious that Roake is the only House missing from that list?" Helena asked. 
One side of Harlow's lips twitched upwards in a microscopic smile that might as well have been a giant fuck you to Kashori's Overlord. 
Helena's eyes widened in insult. 
"Yes, well, Roake seems to have been alerted to the possibility of trouble and completed a top to bottom investigation of their House and all sub-houses in the months prior to the adva ka," Eurus said with a glance at Harlow.
"So nice of him to share that information with the rest of us," Asanth drawled.
Harlow's expression remained stoic as he held the other Overlord's gaze. 
"Our intelligence suggests Luatha did the same," Eurus spoke, dispelling the rising tension. 
"We thought it best to clean house given the way one of our own assisted in the Tsavitee gaining access to our home world. Though obviously, a few slipped through our net," Liara admitted with an unhappy expression.
The youngest Overlord present by decades, if not a century or more, Liara was tall and lithe with hair that seemed like it had been spun out of gold. Her eyes were a purer lilac color than Kira's.
"I'm beginning to think Luatha and Roake know something that the rest of us don't," Asanth's Overlord murmured.
Liara's expression cooled. "Don't blame us for your lack of attention, Castor. The warning signs were all there. It's not our fault you missed them."
Castor lifted his head slightly off his hand, his expression arrested as if Liara had surprised him. 
Liara shifted her attention to Eurus. "With everything that's happened, I'm sure you didn't call us here to waste our time over who knew what, when. What is it the emperor requires?"
Eurus pondered her for a moment. "Access to your houses so we may complete a thorough investigation."
Murmurs of dissatisfaction ran through the representatives of the minor houses. Those powerful enough to have earned a spot in these proceedings.
"The emperor oversteps," someone shouted.
"Why should we submit to this?" 
Kira listened with a frown. Were they really so blind that they couldn't see what was happening right in front of them?
"That’s not all," Liara guessed with a knowing look. 
Eurus was statue still. "The current unrest in the galaxy and the repeated attacks on our territories has highlighted the need for a call to arms."
Cries broke out among the occupants.
"Four battalions from each of the major Houses," Eurus said, projecting his voice to carry over the growing objections. "Fifteen percent of the fighting force from the minor Houses. He believes a cohesive force will be necessary in the coming days."
Castor threw his head back, his roar of laughter silencing the Overlords of the minor Houses. "He asks this even though his own ranks aren't free of taint?" Castor's humor drained away to reveal a predatory expression. "If I recall, an inquisitor was the party responsible for giving House Votair's Overlord the tool he needed to isolate our young and make them vulnerable to attack."
Eurus's expression hardened the faintest bit, an almost unnoticeable change that Kira would have missed if this was her first time meeting the emperor's Face. "Jarek's trust in a former companion was misplaced. He will be punished for the oversight."
Castor's lip curled. "I do hope so. Asanth was lucky not to lose any of our members, but other Houses weren't as blessed. Jarek's fate should be given to them to decide."
"Jarek and the inquisitors fall under my purview. His punishment is mine to mete out."
Nothing about Eurus betrayed his anger. But it was there. Slithering through the room. Making it hard to breathe. 
Everyone felt it, going very still. 
Helena leaned forward. "Kashori supports Asanth's stance. This is bigger than just you. His actions contributed to a large loss of life. Moreover, a creature that the Tuann haven't encountered since we were enslaved by the old masters was used to bring harm to our Houses. That alone should buy him the maximum punishment possible."
Eurus's anger vanished, subsumed under an icy mask as he regarded the Overlords. "Jarek's actions do not meet the threshold for exile. While he showed poor judgment in the object of his trust, the act of lending a badge to an Overlord in the course of one's duties is not without precedent. He did not act in poor faith nor was his intention for his emblem to be used in that fashion. For that reason, I have revoked his authority until he can prove himself worthy again."
Helena looked dissatisfied at that response. Castor was a more difficult read, his expression giving no hint of his thoughts.
"The timing of all this is extremely convenient, don't you think? These conspiracies all coming to light right after Roake's heir re-appeared." Castor's gaze landed on Kira. "Almost as if someone planned it."
Kira regarded Asanth's Overlord with a blank stare. The accusation was expected. It was only natural to cast blame when the wolves were at the gates and the future uncertain. She was the perfect target as an outsider. Despite all Harlow's efforts, that's all she'd ever be to some of these people. An outcast. Little better than one of their wanderers. 
"Careful, Asanth," Harlow rumbled.
Castor's gaze flicked to him. "I'm always careful."
Kira's head tilted, the same blank expression on her face. "Alexander is one of the most cunning and observant people I know. How can the Overlord of his House be so blind by comparison?"
Castor's expression froze as Harlow sighed.
Kira continued as if unaware of how thin the ice under her feet had grown. "One only needs to look to the Sorrowing to realize the extent of the rot in your Houses. How many children need to be taken before you wake up and see what's right in front of your eyes?"
There were several indrawn breaths from around the table. The Sorrowing was one of the worst moments in Tuann history. A time when countless children were stolen by unknown perpetrators. They now knew the Tsavitee and their masters were behind it, but that didn't change the fact that many Tuann were complicit in the abductions. 
Whether the Houses wanted to acknowledge that or not.
"You dare," Helena snarled.
"I do." Kira's smile didn't reach her eyes. "You'd be surprised at what I'd dare."
Castor's face had gone expressionless.
Harlow shifted forward, taking the focus off Kira as he turned toward Eurus. "You have a prisoner in your possession."
Eurus dipped his chin in acknowledgment. "The general. Yes. He's been most uncommunicative."
"Roake would like access to him."
Eurus's gaze drifted in Kira's direction. No doubt realizing the source of this request. "I'm afraid that's not possible." 
Kira made an abortive movement before forcing herself to still. A part of her refused to believe that the emperor would be willing to walk away from his son. Soul bound though Jin might be. He never made it obvious, but his love was there. Hidden but tangible.
This had to be a game of some sort. One of his many schemes.
Harlow had been right earlier. The emperor was impossible to predict.
"Roake is the only reason you retain custody of that prisoner," she told the emperor's Face.
If not for Kira's intervention, the Tuann wouldn't have a prisoner at all.
"Be that as it may, we're on the cusp of war and the general is a critical asset. His visitors are being carefully screened so as to prevent another prison break. I hope you understand."
Oh, Kira did. All too well. 
They planned to hoard any knowledge Aeron might impart like dragons would gold. Was it because the emperor didn't trust that she could keep her shit together long enough to rescue his son that he was denying her access? Or was it because he was afraid she'd somehow interfere with whatever plans he'd made?
In the end, it didn't matter. He'd just made himself another obstacle she needed to overcome.
"Luatha will answer the emperor's call," Liara interjected into the tense silence that followed. 
Kira and Eurus glanced in her direction. 
Liara lifted her chin. "Although my House isn't militarily inclined, we'll do our part."
"That's all the emperor asks."
Kira's hands clenched, her fingernails biting into her palms as anger strangled her. The primus turned underneath her skin, its agitation adding to her own. It demanded action. That if Eurus and the emperor didn't want to cooperate, they would take the general for themselves.
If a few people were bloodied in the endeavor, so be it.
Kira's muscles locked, her struggle for control harder than it should have been as sweat dotted her forehead. A bloodbath wouldn't win her friends or allies. Eurus couldn't give in to her request if she ripped him in half. 
Not to mention Helena and Castor's presence. Both of whom were rumored to have primus's of their own. 
One—she might be able to take. Two? Not likely. 
Throw in Harlow and the emperor's oshota rimming the room, none of whom were likely to allow her rampage to go unobstructed. 
She had to be smart. Cunning. 
Too bad Jin wasn't here to take her focus off things. He'd have had the perfect quip to defuse her primus. 
Just when Kira had started to regain control, Harlow's words destroyed it again. 
"Roake will answer the call as well."
"No." Kira's denial burst out before she could give conscious thought as she moved to her uncle's side, looming over him in a manner she knew was threatening. "That's not what you promised."
"Later, niece. This isn't the time or place."
"Oh my, Roake's heir seems a little out of control," Castor murmured in amusement. "This is why it's so important that only the truly mature be allowed to undertake the adva ka."
"You promised those battalions to me," Kira argued, ignoring the comment as she glared at her uncle's face. 
Four battalions were a sizable chunk of Roake's forces. While Roake's warriors were considered the best, they also numbered the fewest. Her uncle couldn't answer the emperor's call, maintain the House's borders, and also assist in Kira's rescue operation. 
Something had to give. From the way he was acting, it would be her. 
"Kira," Liara cautioned.
"I know what I promised, but Roake's duties can't be shirked. If you had grown up properly in a House, you would understand that."
The harsh words left Kira blinking as unexpected hurt squeezed her ribs. "Watch yourself, old man."
Harlow finally deigned to look at her. "I'm not the one acting like a petulant child."
Chairs scraped against the ground as those in the immediate vicinity evacuated. 
Color leached out of Kira's skin as violet symbols etched themselves over every inch of her body, their meaning arcane and only understandable to the very oldest and well learned of the Tuann. Her primus peered through her eyes.
"Kira, calm," Liara urged from the other side of the table. "You won't help matters by losing control."
Kira was too far gone to listen, the desolation and sorrow she'd been suppressing spilling out as her voice took on the echo of her primus. "You will keep your word."
"I have given you a lot of leeway in consideration of the extenuating circumstances." Harlow rose from his chair to face Kira. "Perhaps that was a mistake and you need to be forcefully taught your place."
Kira bared razor sharp teeth. He could try.
Harlow beckoned her with a flick of his fingers. That bubble of anger expanding in her chest burst. The last thread of her rationality snapped as Kira launched herself forward. Liara let out a cry of denial as Kira closed the distance between her and Harlow. 
Her claws stretched for Harlow's neck. 
A force struck her. The room spun as Kira was picked up and slammed down on the table. Her head cracked against it hard enough that she blacked out for a second. Before she could recover, her hands and feet were bound. 
"I apologize for my niece's behavior. It seems she's feeling out of sorts. Perhaps others were right that allowing her to embark on the adva ka was precipitous on my part."
Pain made it difficult to think as the room swam in and out of focus. 
"I think some time under house arrest will do my niece good."
It was the last thing Kira heard as her eyes slid closed and she lost her battle with consciousness.






  
  Three


Kira woke to a splitting headache and the low murmur of voices around her, along with the rhythmic scrape of metal sliding against something. She opened her eyes to a familiar gray ceiling, blinking up at it as she reoriented herself to the situation. 
"Looks like she's coming out of it."
"Did you have to hit me so hard?" Kira asked with a groan. 
Harlow paused to examine the knife he held. "You said to make it look good." 
"Maybe not that good."
She could have done with a little less force. There were still twinges of pain as she shifted to push herself up onto her elbows. 
A pair of hands caught her, the person they belonged to peering down at her with concern. 
"Easy," Quillon warned, guiding her to lie back down on the bed. "You're not fully healed. Let my soul's breath finish its work."
Kira didn't resist the healer's fussing. "You're being overly cautious. I'm fine."
"You're not fine. You have a concussion," Quillon informed her with a censorious look. "A fact I find concerning given the frequency with which you collect head injuries and the state you were in a few days ago. I believe I warned you of the dangers of pushing yourself too hard."
Kira grimaced. Now that he said it, she did have a vague memory of him cautioning her on several things. Most of which her primus, and thus her, hadn't paid much attention to.
"Your recklessness will cost you one day. My skills aren't infallible. You risk permanent damage if you continue like this."
Kira settled deeper into the bed. "It's not that I don't understand what you're saying."
It would go against Quillon's healer instinct to allow her out and about considering the state she was in not that long ago. It must be infuriating to have a patient who refused to pay attention to his advice. 
Especially one who was still in the early stages of recovering from ki poisoning. 
It wasn't that Kira didn't want to listen. She couldn't.  
As someone who walked the warrior's path in addition to the healer's, Quillon had to understand that sometimes circumstances didn't allow you to pay attention to what your body was telling you. In moments like these, you had to push forward, regardless of the danger or the possibility of permanent injury. 
Time was of the essence. Kira couldn't afford to go easy on herself. Every second she lay here, Jin and Elena sunk deeper into danger. 
That was unacceptable. 
Quillon's face held frustration. "Talk some sense into her."
Harlow remained focus on the knife and block of wood he was whittling. "She's not going to listen."
Quillon shook his head as he stomped toward the door, muttering under his breath about stubborn idiots. 
Kira felt sympathy for the healer as she watched him go. She'd done it. She'd finally driven Quillon mad.
She'd like to say she was surprised, but she did have a history.
"He's angry."
"Yes." Harlow set aside the block of wood and sheathed his knife. "That was quite the show earlier."
"Do you think they bought it?"
"Kashori and Asanth, yes. They're all too willing to believe the worst of you. Your cousin seemed less convinced. She likely suspects something."
Observant of her. Kira didn't know whether to be proud or worried about that fact.
"And the emperor's people?" 
"Only they know."
Kira glanced at the sheets of rain lashing her windows and balcony. "We always knew they'd be the toughest to deceive."
The emperor surrounded himself with the brightest and most talented Tuann. With how long they lived, they'd probably seen everything by this point. Misleading them would be tough. Even for Harlow. 
"It will be difficult to shed the image of an immature, possibly insane child later," Harlow warned. "The Tuann have a history of not changing their opinions once they've been formed."
That was funny coming from him, considering he was the one to suggest this as their back up plan in the event politely asking for access to Aeron fail. In her opinion, it was a stroke of genius. Making her seem unstable so he would have to put her under house arrest, enabling her to sneak off planet with none the wiser.
"That's a problem for future Kira. Besides, being underestimated isn't so bad. It makes it all the more satisfying when I slap them in the face later."
If anything, this could work in her favor. 
Harlow arched an eyebrow at her, changing the subject. "The primus was overkill, don't you think?"
Guilt made Kira wince. Yeah. Maybe. 
She'd lost control for a moment there. They were lucky Harlow was so skilled or things could have gone very differently.
"Like you said, it had to look good," Kira bluffed.
Harlow couldn't realize how tenuous her control was or he'd make their lie a reality. She couldn't risk that. If she was under house arrest, she might lose her mind for real.
Harlow's gaze drilled into hers. "I'm going to let this go and trust you know what you're doing."
"I won't let you down."
She could do this. Control the primus and herself. She'd done it before in far worse circumstances.
"However, Wren will accompany you," Harlow announced before she could feel too much relief. 
Kira's protest died at Harlow's sharp look.
"Your seon'yer is as invested in Elena's safe return as you are. He'll be a powerful asset."
As Elena's maternal grandfather, Wren would do just about anything to see that child safe. 
"People will notice his absence."
Wren was a pillar of House Roake. An influential voice, particularly in times of war. Not to mention the pod of oshota who served him. Each more high profile than the last. 
One person you might overlook. But five? People would talk.
"With Auralyn injured, they'll assume he remained to keep watch over her. The rest of his pod are covering for them in the meantime. Their presence will cut down on questions. No one will know."
Kira contemplated her uncle. That could work. 
"His oshota will allow that?"
The oshota were a touchy lot when it came to the people they served. Swords, they called them.
"It's rare but occasionally temporary pods are sometimes formed. Usually when specific skill sets are needed," Harlow explained. "In this instance, you will act as sword and Wren as your shield until the mission is complete."
Commotion from the sitting room of her suite interrupted their conversation. The door burst open as a pair of humans stalked inside, Harlow's oshota allowing them entrance without a challenge.
Rather, the man stalked. The woman at his side seemed more like she was simply trying to keep up.
"Tell me they're wrong, Phoenix. You'd better not be under house arrest," Raider snarled as his long strides carried him across the room. His anger made him overlook Harlow's presence.
"Good to see you too, Raider," Kira said dryly. 
It kind of was, considering everything. 
Kira's friend had always reminded her of a junkyard dog. Pugnacious and stubborn. Look at him wrong and he'd be happy to gnaw your arm off. A faint scar ran along his jawline, adding to the impression that this was a person best not tangled with. 
He was tall for a human. Though still short when compared to a Tuann. He had an athlete's build. Long and lean with enough muscle to make it evident his wasn't a life of leisure.
Kira looked past him to the woman at his side. "Hey, Blue."
Blue's real name was Yuki, but everyone called her by her nickname on account of the way she always dyed her hair blue. Today, it was just the tips, but on occasion that blue reached all the way to her crown. 
Her features carried the stamp of her Asian heritage. Though it was likely her ancestors had left Earth generations ago during one of the mass migrations. 
"You look better than the last time I saw you," Blue said. 
"Sorry about that."
"You'd better have a plan. If you've compromised everything to throw a tantrum," Raider broke off to shake his head, the grim cast of his features a little foreboding.
"Of course, I have a plan. What kind of person do you take me for?" Kira asked.
She wouldn't risk everything like that. 
Raider finally noticed Harlow's presence, acknowledging the Overlord with a respectful nod.
"Let's hear it then," Raider said, focusing on Kira.
Elena's disappearance had taken a physical toll on him. There were dark circles under his eyes. A feral look on his face that said he'd already reached the end of his tether. Like he might suddenly snap and rip out her throat at any moment. 
Last time he'd had that look on his face, things had been said that neither of them could take back. It took over a decade to reclaim their friendship.
She hoped it didn't come to that this time.
"How do you feel about a prison break?" Kira asked.
Raider stared at her. "You're going after the general."
That was the plan. 
Blue waved her hand, waiting until she had their attention before giving them a strained smile. "Let me make sure I have this right. Your plan to get your niece—Raider's daughter—back is to break into the prison of your allies, the Tuann, where one of your greatest enemies, a Tsavitee general, is being guarded by highly trained warriors who would probably like nothing better than to slice and dice you. Oh, and by the way, our involvement will probably ruin any possibility of a future alliance between the Consortium and the Tuann."
Kira thought for a moment and then nodded. "That about covers it."
"Insane. Absolutely insane," Blue declared. 
"It could work," Raider said.
Blue gave him a wild look.
Raider twisted to regard Harlow. "You're on board with this plan?"
Harlow considered Kira for a second before inclining his chin.
Kira smiled at them. "How about it? Want to cause a little trouble with me?"
"Sure. Why not?" Raider said.
Blue looked between them before rolling her eyes in resignation. "Fine. It’s not like I haven’t always wanted to mastermind a prison break."
Kira glanced at Harlow. "There, you see—I told you they'd be up for it."
The Curs had always been risk takers. No matter how asinine the plan. It was good to see some things hadn't changed.
"When are we doing this?" Blue asked.
No time like the present. Kira threw the covers back, sitting up in the bed. A loud cough from the doorway had her freezing. She looked over to find Quillon glaring daggers at her.
Ah right. Doctor's orders.
She tugged the blankets over her legs and laid back down. "How does tonight sound?"
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"The patrol just passed. There's a three minute window until the next one," Blue announced over their comms.
Kira and Raider maintained mission silence as they slid down an embankment before darting across the stretch of open ground and to the wall on the other side. Once there, they went still, listening for signs they'd been discovered.
"Did you refer to these mini drones as Jin's spawn? They're quite amazing I must say. Very useful for surveillance since you said Jin is occupied somewhere else tonight. I'm going to have to ask him how he created them when I next see him."
Kira frowned, having no idea what Blue was talking about for a moment. Realization dawned a second later.
Oh right. The lie she told Blue. That Jin was on another mission of vital importance. 
"You should have told her the truth," Raider mouthed silently, kneeling to remove the small pack he was carrying and swinging it in front of him. 
Kira shrugged. She would if it became necessary. Until then, she wasn't telling anyone about Jin's little sojourn.
Raider shook his head in resignation as he dug through the pack, pulling out a bundle of metal rods the length of Kira's hand.
"Hold," Blue barked.
Raider went motionless as Kira trained her eyes on the ramparts.
"The timing for their patrol is off. Someone decided to go on walkabout early."
Blue’s warning came at the same time a pair of oshota appeared overhead, the quiet murmur of their voices reaching them a second later. 
Raider shifted the rods to one hand as he reached for the modified zuipi Blue had made him.
Kira caught his hand, shaking her head in warning.
"No violence," she mouthed.
That was Harlow's price for helping them. Either they got in and out undiscovered or they surrendered. 
Raider glared at her in frustration, his hand tense under hers. 
Her shrug was unconcerned. This was the deal they'd made. No one got hurt. Not by so much as a stubbed toe.
Raider yanked his hand out of her grip. To her relief, he didn't reach for his weapon.
"They're gone. Proceed."
Kira bent to help Raider, holding the rods as he unhooked the straps around them before trying to pry one away from the rest. 
It didn't budge.
He tugged harder. The rod lifted a millimeter, a wave of sparks cascading off it and feeding into the others.
"What did you do to these things? Why is it so difficult separating them?" Raider gritted out.
"Just a little design of my own creation. It's based on Jin's anti gravs. Only instead of repelling, it attracts. Like it?"
"Not the word I'd use," Raider hissed.
The rod rose another inch, the increased distance making it easier to maneuver. He attached it to the wall, electricity arcing between it and the three Kira still held. 
"One down, three to go," Raider muttered.
"You should be happy I made it so difficult for them to come apart by accident. If that happened, the field disruption they'd create would make your insides become your outsides. Cool picture, huh? Your organs falling out of your body."
Blue sounded a little too enthralled with that visual as Raider pried the second rod away, allowing it to attach to the wall. Several more minutes passed until all four were in place. 
Electricity danced across the stone, moving from rod to rod. Each pass making the wall grow a little more transparent. There was a harsh buzzing sound as the molecules forming the stone began to vibrate. 
"I'll be damned," Raider muttered as he and Kira looked through the small doorway they'd created. 
"It worked, didn't it?" Blue asked with excitement. 
"Why did you phrase that as a question?" Kira asked.
"Ah. That." Blue laughed awkwardly. "The science isn't exactly field tested."
Raider's inhale was a near growl. "Blue!"
"Sorry. Sorry. But there wasn't much time to plan," Blue said, defending herself. "It was tricky to figure out the frequencies in the beginning, but once I understood the mechanics behind it, it was simple enough."
"You first or me?" Raider signed at Kira, resuming radio silence.
She tapped her chest to show she'd go first. Raider moved aside as Kira stepped up to the threshold of their energy door. Here's hoping her insides stayed where they were supposed to.
Before she could question the wisdom of it, Kira dove forward. It was like trying to move through something thicker than water but less dense than a physical wall. The resistance slowed her progress. 
Then she was through to the other side. 
Kira checked the inner courtyard. No signs of any oshota that she could see. Then again, they were a notoriously tricky lot. 
She waved Raider through anyway. His expression was grumpy after passing through the disrupter field. His displeasure over breaking the laws of physics clear.
"Location," Kira asked in a near soundless voice. 
The comm she had embedded in her ear canal would pick up the vibrations in her jaw and transmit her words no matter how softly she spoke. 
"Checking," Blue answered.
Kira made a gesture toward the Hold. Lightning cracked, highlighting the gothic-looking monstrosity that could have featured in a holo-vid starring Dracula. No wonder Eurus was in charge. His vibe let him fit right in. 
Raider took the lead across the grounds. 
Kira didn't
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