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Part I: Hendrik


Chapter 1: The Great See, Stone City, Granite
Era 113, Spring

Dark-hooded priests
said the Prayer over and over, each repetition a little louder,
their voices blending together into one overwhelming string of holy
syllables. Incense, slightly intoxicating even in limited amounts,
swirled around their heads as if rising from them, then slowly
curled its way out to the pews. Intricately carved faces watched
from the stone buttresses above, Children of The Blood elevated to
godhood a century or more ago. An endless procession of holy and
blooded citizens spilled down the central aisle, each more
beautifully dressed than the last, flashing with gold or gems or
expensive dyes.

Hendrik barely
noticed any of it. During the full moon services, he only ever had
eyes for Kaspar. When the first Children of the Blood appeared,
beautiful in their bright white, gold-trimmed linen, their skin
fresh-scrubbed and hair shining, Hen’s breath caught. It always
had, almost from the beginning, in anticipation of Kass’s face
appearing. It used to take forever to find him, with Kass at the
back with the other young ones; now, Kass would be in the second or
third row. He’d have his 21st nameday this year.

Then, it was only a
matter of time until he inherited his godhood.

Hendrik pushed the
thought away and kept scanning the white-robed crowd. Kass’s liquid
black eyes caught his gaze, and Kass winked. Right there, in the
middle of a full moon procession. Hendrik flushed to the tips of
his ears and tried to look stern, but his heart soared.

Kass’s full, red lips
formed silent words, see you soon, as he passed Hendrik’s
pew.

Piret snorted behind
him. “By the Stone, how do they even let you keep him? Is he
disordered?”

Hendrik elbowed her
as he turned to face the front of the chamber. Piret grunted in
protest, smoothing her tabard. Identical to Hendrik’s, it showed
the white outline of the central tower, the Guardhall. “Don’t call
him disordered. He’s perfect order and light, thanks very
much.”

“I’m just saying,
he’s going to get you both in trouble,” she whispered. “Look at
that priest; she’s watching you.”

Hendrik had noticed,
actually, but he shrugged. Such things used to scare him: What if
they found out? What if they gave Kass another guard? What if they
stripped Hendrik of his guard’s tabard and sent him to shovel
donkey shit? Lately, he cared less and less, even if Kass’s lack of
discretion still embarrassed him sometimes.

What did Hendrik have
to be afraid of? Of shaming his family? He’d already risen higher
than anyone in his line ever had. Of losing Kass?

Hen refused to follow
the thought to its logical conclusion. “He’s a god,” he said under
his breath.

Piret was silent for
a moment. The Prayer grew louder. The breaks and stops, the places
the priests paused for breath, made no sense; nobody interrupted
sentences like that to suck in air. And yet they said the Prayer
the same way every time, every full moon, every day, every
inheritance. In one of the silences, she whispered, “Not yet.”

“That's where you’re
wrong.” Hendrik fixed his gaze to the back of Kass’s dark head,
watching him move farther down the aisle, smaller white-cloaked
Children of the Blood trailing after him.

The Prayer grew
louder and louder, until there was no point trying to talk, and Hen
was grateful. He could feel Piret's gaze, hot with concern, and
needed a moment to collect himself before he faced it. When it
finally stopped, one of the high priests stood and recited the
names of the Children of the Blood who’d inherited this moon. Two
names, as usual. Hen tried not to flinch.

When it was over,
Hendrik muttered “So it is” with the rest of the congregation, then
tried to escape the chamber before his fellows of the Guardhall
could invite him to share a drink. Piret grabbed his sleeve,
though, which meant he’d have to tear out of her grip if he wanted
to get away. “I promised I’d come to the back door,” he told her
quietly.

She shook her head
and leaned in close. “Can we talk?”

“Tomorrow after
drills.” Hen pulled his arm away as gently as possible. “Really.
He’s impossible if I don’t follow through with things.”

She frowned and shook
her head again but let him slip into the stream of worshipers
exiting down the aisle.

Sunshine and fresh
air blew the lingering foggy sensation of incense off quickly, and
Hen ducked through the square in front of the See deftly, avoiding
people who knew him or might otherwise slow him down. He wasn’t the
first guard out; a string of soldiers in matching white tower
tabards leaned against the massive granite wall, waiting on their
charges, most likely. Hen nodded to those who greeted him and
ignored those who watched him with irritatingly knowing
expressions.

A small crowd of
families waited at the side door, but Hen didn’t bother looking for
Kass’s—they never came. Hendrik envied and hated them for it. Some
younger children rushed out all at once, their white linens rolled
up in their arms. A few of them hugged family members, others went
to stand next to their guards. Little guards, 12 and 13 years old,
fresh out of Academy and full of idealism, swords hanging awkwardly
at their hips. Hendrik envied them, too, but he couldn’t hate them.
He’d been them.

Kass pushed out the
door next, talking to someone over his shoulder as he spilled into
the sunlight, curls glinting. When he spotted Hen, he bounded over
and dropped his balled-up linens in Hen’s outstretched arms. “Come
on, I’m starving,” he announced.

“You could at least
fold these properly,” Hendrik said with a sigh. “I’m not a damned
maid.”

“I was in a hurry to
get to you.” Kass’s smile lit up his face, teeth flashing white,
prominent canines ever-so-slightly crooked. His dimples formed the
most charming little valleys to frame it. He’d been a pretty boy
but he was turning into an extraordinarily handsome man, now that
all his sharp angles and lines were emerging.

Hendrik might’ve been
biased, but some things were just true, regardless of what he
thought of them. Kass being beautiful was one.

“Flattery will get
you nowhere,” Hen lied.

Kass glanced behind
them, then swatted Hen’s ass hard enough to sting through his
tabard and leather pants.

“Stone and fire,” Hen
said through his teeth, trying to look like the flush in his face
was from anger. “Piret’s right, you’re going to get us into
trouble.”

“Oh, come on.
They wouldn’t give me a new guard now.” Kass laughed. “This
is our time. Let’s enjoy it!”

That was Hen’s job,
to make sure Kaspar stayed happy, healthy, and safe. To make sure
he was a perfect specimen when the time came for his inheritance.
To keep him from driving himself mad with loneliness, as so many
Children of the Blood used to in the bad days. It was not
Hen’s job to make himself happy, however. That was just an accident
of fate, and it hadn’t been intentional, so what could he do?

“Piret’s a sour puss,
anyhow,” Kass insisted. “She’s just mad Lyla doesn’t go in for
girls.”

“I don’t know if
Piret does either,” Hen mused.

“I don’t think Piret
goes in for anything.” Kass chuckled.

Hendrik snorted.
“Good for her.”

Kass licked his lips,
leaving them glinting. “You know what I go in for?”

“I do,” Hendrik
assured him.

“That uniform. I
don’t know what it is; you wear it so much better than the other
guards.”

“You would think
that,” Hen said, though he was flushing again. He picked up his
pace as they ducked into an alleyway rather than taking the main
thoroughfare back to the

Complex. Side streets were always preferable; fewer eyes and
ears.

“Because of what’s
underneath,” Kass said with mock thoughtfulness, nodding. “You
might be a little bit right. But even before I knew—”

“When was that?” Hen
rolled his eyes, trying not to smile and failing.

“You remember.” Kass
grabbed his arm ducked into a doorway.

Hen followed but
nodded over his shoulder. “We should—”

“You remember.” Kass
went up on his toes and put his forehead to Hendrik’s. He lowered
his voice, his breath hot on Hen’s lips. “How I looked at you, even
before I knew you were looking back.”

A thrill shot through
Hendrik’s middle. This was a lot, in public, even for Kass, but all
the pomp and circumstance of the full moon ceremony brought out
something perverse in him lately. “I know,” Hendrik whispered back,
his voice rough. “I know. But we can’t—”

“Just kiss me. One
time.” Kass’s smile was huge. “It makes me feel like I’m already a
god.”

If he’d said it once,
he’d said it a million times. So Hendrik said it again. “You are,
Kass.”

Impatiently, Kass
slid his hand into Hen’s short-cropped hair and pulled him in until
their mouths connected. Hendrik’s knees gave out a little; he
tucked the linen bundle under one arm and slid the other around
Kass’s waist, pressing him against the door jamb. You’re getting
sloppy. You can’t let him have things that are bad for him. That’s
part of your job, too, his mind said, while his body and heart
told him to drop to his knees and suck Kaspar off right there and
then. He could feel his prick through his tunic and hose, not all
the way hard, but it was a matter of time, the way Kass was angling
against Hen’s thigh.

Hen bit at Kass’s
bottom lip, sudden and sharp, and Kass yelped and laughed. He also
rocked his hips against Hendrik, inviting more.

Hendrik shook his
head. “Behave.” It hurt to stop but it was his job. Why was
this so much harder now than it used to be? Why was Kass so much
more convincing all of a sudden? Why did Hendrik just not
care?

“Or else what?” Kass
asked, his lips wet and parted. He lifted his chin defiantly.

“Or you’ll have to
watch me fuck Jak…”

Kass gasped and
grinned.

“…from across the
room, with your hands tied behind your back,” Hendrik finished.

Kass’s face fell.
“You wouldn’t!”

Hen nodded and
stepped back, adjusting his own prick in his leather pants. If he
did it just right, his belt would keep his secrets for him, at
least. Damn, but they had a ways to go before they were back in
their cell. “Try me.”

“That’s just mean,”
Kass whined.

Times like these,
Hendrik really wondered why guards and their charges weren’t
supposed to fuck. It came in handy as a bargaining chip sometimes,
especially when they were spoiled little princes like Kaspar.

And the fact that Hen
would literally never try to tell Kass what to do in the
bedroom, regardless of his behavior elsewhere, was what made it
funny.

*

“What’s into you,
lately?” Hendrik asked a half hour later.

Kass, sweaty and
breathless, curled into his side and threw an arm over his naked
middle. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, you’re
always a horny little—”

“Oh! And you’re not!
You had my dick in your mouth before I even got the door shut
behind us.”

Hen chuckled, too
happy, satisfied, comfortable, alive to pretend to argue. “Yes, but
you nearly jumped me in the alley, back there.”

“You liked it.”

“That’s not the
point. I know you think we don’t have to be as careful
anymore…and you’re probably right. But that doesn’t mean we can be
disordered. We shouldn’t take anything for granted.” As much as he
was inclined to, lately.

Silence. At first,
Hendrik assumed Kass was just looking for a way to explain himself.
But then the silence stretched on too long, and Hen pulled back a
little and rolled onto his side to face him. “Kass? What?”

“I don’t know.” Kass
frowned. “I really don’t. I just feel…like, it’s getting closer,
you know? There were years where I just—I thought it’d never be my
turn, and nothing would ever change. But now, sometimes I just
feel it.”

“Feel what?”

“Euphoria,” Kass said
slowly. “Holy euphoria, is the only way I can describe it. I
really—I mean, everyone’s told me my whole life that I was destined
to be a god. But I actually feel it now, sometimes, and it’s
wild.”

Hen blinked away a
burning sensation in his eyes. “That’s good, right?”

“It’s amazing. It’s
what the priests said would happen. I didn’t know how good it would
feel. I just want to run and scream and fuck for joy, I guess.”
Kass chuckled, low and sweet.

Hendrik reached out
slowly, ran his fingers down Kass’s cheek, over his dimple, and
down to his neck. It was long and graceful, like the rest of him,
like his face, like his legs, like his prick, like his feet. It did
seem only fair that, “Everyone will worship you like I do.”

“Not like you do.”
Kass grinned. “You’ll be my co-ruler, when I get my palace in
heaven.”

Hendrik wasn’t sure
that was allowed, even for a god. But every time Kass told him this
story about how they’d be together forever in his palace, Hen hoped
he came a little closer to believing it. “Tell me about it.”

“We’ll have a huge
courtyard with a fountain. And off that will be a room that no one
but us, not even our thousands of servants, will be allowed in.
Unless we invite them.” Kass laughed and waved his hand around
their small, tidy cell. It was adequate, cozy, pretty, even. But it
was no palace. “It’ll be covered with pillows—silk covers and
tassels, the whole thing.”

“Sounds gaudy.”

“Super gaudy,” Kass
said seriously. “It’ll be amazingly bad. And we’ll fuck on every
single one of them.”

“How will we keep
track?” Hendrik usually asked some silly question or another at
this point in the story, though it had little variations depending
on their moods. This was a new one.

“We’ll have a list.
Oh, no, wait, we’ll make badges. And once we’ve fucked on a pillow
we’ll get a badge sewn on it.”

“Genius.” The idea of
silken pillows and badges had never been brought up by a priest
before, that Hen knew of, but it was heaven; why shouldn’t a god
have what he wanted, no matter how absurd? “What about when we run
out of pillows?”

“More pillows,” Kass
said, still straight-faced. Then burst out laughing. “Okay, no,
wait, I can think of something better to collect than sex pillows.
You must’ve sucked my brains out, too.”

“I do sometimes think
you keep them in your dick,” Hen admitted.

The pillow fight that
ensued ended as all their pillow fights had ended for years.


Chapter 2: Mid-District, Stone City

The moon rose full
and silver, and Hendrik pulled himself away from Kass and back into
the streets of the Stone City. Supper-time scents drifted from
windows, up and up sometimes five stories, onions and grains and
sometimes a waft of meat if he was in a richer neighborhood. Out
here, everyone nodded to him with respect, barring a few brawlers
and drunks. Out here, no one knew he was the guard who was fucking
his charge, or even that he had one; only that he’d graduated from
the Academy, gotten his tabard, and was a member of the Guardhall.
That was enough. He kept his hand lightly, casually at his sword
hilt, even though he’d never—in eight years of taking this exact
same walk every full moon—had to draw it. It was just how he
walked, how he’d walked since he was 12 years old.

Sometimes Kass made
fun of him for being such a soldier. But gently, with a smile and a
glance that said he loved it. Hen had never liked being teased
until he met Kass.

When he reached the
house where he was born, Hendrik slipped inside the red door and
through to the hall quietly. When he reached the second door on the
right, he knocked.

“Is that my boy?”
came Alara’s voice. “Come in, Hen, no need to knock! Welcome
home!”

It hadn’t felt like
home in a very long time, which was precisely why Hen always
knocked. He opened the door, however, and ducked to come into the
sitting room. As usual, it was warm and bright, smelling of old
paper and candle grease. “Hello, Alara. Konstantin,” he added when
his father came into the room.

“You look fine, son,
just fine!” Konstantin announced, holding out a hand and coming to
him. “Glad you could make it this moon!”

Hendrik shook his
hand and, as usual, felt the tension leaving his body once he was
pulled into a one-armed bear hug. He inhaled deeply, smelling the
metal-and-soap of his father’s beard. “You look good too, Kon.”

“Every time we see
you, you’re taller and more handsome,” Alara insisted, as she
always did. “Such a credit to order and light! Can I get you some
ale?”

“Please,” he said
politely, then sat on the couch Konstantin directed him to.
“Where’s Kajja?”

“She’ll be out in a
moment,” Alara said, too quickly. “Did you know, she’s to be
married?”

Hendrik frowned.
“She’s only seventeen.”

“I know! We’re so
lucky, too; his family is blooded!” Alara said.

“Never would’ve
happened if not for you.” Kon patted his shoulder before dropping
into the seat beside him.

It was probably true;
their people had never married into the Blood before, but having a
guard in the family did wonders. “Does she like him?” he asked.

“Oh, they haven’t met
yet,” Alara sing-songed happily, pouring out ale from a large jug
and bringing it to him.

“When’s the
engagement? Maybe I can come.” Hendrik didn’t know why he said it;
he hated all the nonsense around marriages and births. Children
made him uncomfortable, and guards who wanted to advance quickly
after their charge inherited stayed single, so he was blessedly
free of it, himself.

He’d never
considered, before, that Kajja might not be. Maybe she didn’t want
to be?

“Next new moon, not
this one,” Alara replied. “We’re trying to get everything ready.
Oh, it’d be so nice if you could come. Everyone would love to see
you.”

Hendrik smiled wryly,
knowing precisely what that meant: We’d love to show you
off. Kon caught his gaze and smiled back, clearly thinking the
same thing. He’d always taken after his father, even though he’d
barely lived five years under their roof.

“I’m here! Where’s my
goofy-looking guard-brother?” Kajja yelled from the next room.

“Over here!” Hen
yelled back, ignoring the look Alara gave him for
encouraging her. “Why weren’t you at the See this morning?”

“Ugh, I hate all that
boring stuff!” Kajja exploded into the room, arms full of books,
hair awry.

“I told you to clean
up,” Alara huffed.

“It’s only Hen.”
Kajja rolled her eyes. “How’s Kass?”

“Good. Happy.” For
some reason, Hen always liked that Kajja asked about Kass. She
didn’t know about them, exactly, but she knew he was more than just
a job or a charge to Hen. And he appreciated that.

“As he should be,”
Alara commented. “What a lucky boy.”

“Assuming he wants to
be a god,” Kajja said.

Hen opened his mouth
to reply, but Kon cut in with, “What a thing to say! Who
wouldn’t?”

Kajja shrugged and
eyed Hendrik, her gaze bright and inquisitive.

“What’s this about a
wedding?” Hendrik shifted in his seat uncomfortably.

“Shut up.” Kajja
rolled her eyes.

“Delightful. Can’t
wait,” Hendrik said brightly, before one of their parents could cut
in and chide her.

“Gross,” Kajja
said.

And it did seem a
little gross, now she mentioned it. Kajja was of marrying
age, technically, but she was still such a baby. He guessed
he had been too, at seventeen, even though he’d been responsible
for Kass for almost five years by then. And they’d been sharing a
bed for half of those years. Okay, more than half.

Alara had the maid
bring out a cold supper and more ale, and everyone chatted
pleasantly as they ate through the various pickles and sausages and
biscuits. Hendrik managed to stay mostly present, but every time
his gaze met Kajja’s, he couldn’t help but be distracted by the
inquisitive look of her. She’d always been a bright little thing,
questioning everything and everyone to the eternal exasperation of
their parents, but tonight felt different. Her off-handed comment
echoed in his mind: Assuming he wants to be a god.

They were finished
with supper before Hendrik realized why it had struck him: He’d
never heard anyone articulate that idea. Not once at the Academy,
where he’d been sent at the tender age of five to learn to be a
guard. Not once in his endless lessons on the Children of the Blood
and their inheritance, and how they kept the Stone City from
sliding into the chaos beyond its walls with their divine
intervention. Not once when he was introduced to Kaspar, his
charge, when they were both self-important 12-year-olds with
serious ideas about their duties and destinies. Not once in the
drills he attended at the Guardhall five times a week to keep him
sharp, not once in the manuals he’d memorized or the Prayer the
priests sang or the town crier’s endless haranguing on market
days…

And yet, Hendrik knew
that Kass did, in fact, want to be a god. It was all he’d ever
wanted. So why did Kajja’s comment sit like a pebble in his boot on
an endurance march?

She’s just a kid. She
doesn’t know what she’s saying.

A kid who’s old
enough to be married and have a household of her own. A kid who
might start having her own kids, in a few moons.

Hen shook his head to
stop the thoughts.

“All right, son?” Kon
asked, brow creasing.

Hen nodded. “Just
getting sleepy. You feed me too well. They don’t have anything like
your pickles at the Complex. Kass talks about them all the
time.”

This produced the
wanted effect on Alara, who was justifiably proud of her skills as
a householder. “I’ll send him some in our next offering
basket.”

Kon rose, surprising
them all, and said, “I’ll walk you back, tonight, I think. The moon
is bright and I have a mind to spend some time under it.”

“Can I come?” Kajja
shot up, nearly upsetting her ale.

“I’d like some time
with Hendrik,” Kon said gently.

Kajja’s bottom lip
jutted. “I never get to see him either.”

“You can come on
visitor’s day, if you want,” Hen offered before he could stop
himself. He really didn’t want to spend their precious free time
entertaining guests…and yet, Kajja and Kass liked each other. It’d
probably amuse both of them, and Kass wasn’t the type to be
embarrassed about things like that.

“Kass’s family still
don’t come?” she asked with a frown.

Hen shook his
head.

Alara made a
disapproving noise. “Shame, really.”

“He doesn’t mind,”
Hen admitted. “His brother still comes sometimes, and it’s always a
little awkward.”

Alara clucked again.
Hen didn’t bother telling her that most of the Children of the
Blood didn’t have visitors from outside the Complex. He just stood
and reached out for her hand.

She slipped her soft,
small hand into his large one. They squeezed and locked eyes, then
nodded in respect.

“Thank you for
supper, Alara.” Then Hendrik turned to his sister. “Kajja, I’ll
send you a pass tomorrow.”

“Don’t forget,” she
said urgently.

He put a hand over
his heart and nodded solemnly.

She laughed and fell
back into her chair.

“The ale was
especially good, tonight,” Hendrik added over his shoulder as he
followed Kon out the door.

Alara positively
glowed as the door closed behind him.

“You’re a good boy,”
Kon said with a chuckle, grabbing a flat, felt hat from the pegs on
the wall. “She’ll live off that ‘til the next full moon.”

“We really don’t get
pickles like hers,” he admitted with a smile.

“They’re miners’
pickles. Our people didn’t get good veg to preserve until this
generation, probably. Had to make do with what was left.”

They stepped out into
the moonlight together, and then Hen finally asked, “What is
it?”

Konstantin shot him a
knowing look. “What makes you think I don’t just want a walk?”

“When you want a
walk, it means you have something to say,” Hen replied but with a
smile. It was nice to have Kon’s company alone. Alara tended to
inanities, so it was hard to talk about anything with her present,
and Kajja couldn’t help asking a million questions—or, apparently,
saying irritating things that Hendrik couldn’t stop thinking
about.

“Wanted to ask if
you’ve given any thought to your future,” Kon said quietly.

A lump rose to
Hendrik’s throat. “A little.”

“You have time, of
course,” Kon said easily.

But not much,
Hen finished in his head. Seeing Kass so near the front of the
procession at the See this morning had been an all-too-tangible
reminder. Hearing the names of those who’d inherited this moon had
been even worse. When Kass inherited…

After a moment of
silence, Kon said, “Do you know what you’ll do?”

“Do you have any
advice?” Hen asked. Konstantin was steady and intelligent, the kind
of man who saw things from multiple angles. He could be relied
on.

“Of course, it’s good
for the family if you continue upward. Having you in one of the
elite corps with the Guardhall would mean even more comfort for
us.” Kon sighed.

Hendrik nodded.
“That’s always been my intention.”

“But if there’s
someone you’re thinking of settling down with…” Kon suggested.

“No,” Hen said, too
quickly. “No, I’ve never been interested in family life.”

“As long as it’s for
your own sake,” Kon said.

Surprised, Hen
glanced at him. Kon looked straight ahead at the cobbled street,
face clear beneath his flat hat. Hendrik said, before he could stop
himself, “Nothing is for myself. It’s all for the City.”

“Of course, of
course,” Kon said easily. “But for all that, you still have
to live the life. I know they give you guards options, but I
sometimes wonder if it’s enough.”

“Enough for
what?”

“To make up for the
change, after your charge inherits.”

Hendrik shook his
head but couldn’t make himself say anything for a long moment. A
chasm opened up in his heart, wide and yawning, threatening to pull
him in.

“It’s something to
think about, is all,” Kon said. “I want you to be as prepared as
you can be.”

“For the
inheritance.”

“For the inheritance.
I know it’ll be hard on you, even if it’s your duty and privilege.
And that’s alright, Hendrik.”

“It’s not about me,”
Hen insisted but quietly.

“No. And yet,” he
repeated, “you’ll be the one to live it.”

They were silent for
another moment before Hen said, “I won’t be one of those guards who
slips into drink and dissolution after inheritance, if that’s what
you’re worried about.” Or worse, the ones who disappeared.

“The only thing I
worry about is whether you’re prepared. Those guards weren’t, but
I’m sure they’re not the only ones. I wanted to know your
thoughts.”

“Thank you,” was all
Hen could say. His own preparation wasn’t a priority—Kass’s was.
But it was nice to hear someone say it was, all the same.

“I’m your father,”
Kon replied with a chuckle.

“Most guards in the
Complex—their families are proud of them, of course, but they don’t
really…know them.” That’s what it was, Hendrik was pleasantly
surprised to note. He hadn’t realized before this moment that
Konstantin actually knew him at all.

“It’s a sacrifice,
letting you kids go so young. We all do it in the hope of a better
life than what we could’ve given you. Better opportunity. You’ve
made the most of it from the start. But you’re still ours,
Hendrik,” Kon said softly.

Hen nodded, letting
this sink in. He wasn’t sure he was theirs, truth be told. If he
was anyone’s, he was Kass’s, and as this conversation—and every
damned thing today kept reminding him—that wouldn’t last
forever. But he appreciated it all the same.

*

“How’s the family?”
Kass asked brightly once Hen peeled off his outer layer and settled
back into their cell.

Hendrik nodded,
wondering how much of the evening he really wanted to discuss. Not
that he’d ever been able to hold anything back, once Kass decided
he wanted to know something. Hen said, “Alright if Kajja comes on
the next visitor’s day? She asked about you.”

“She should come.”
Kass pulled his legs up under him, grinning.

“They’re getting her
married.”

“No! Is he
blooded?”

“Apparently.”

“Good for her! Who
knows, she could be the first of your people to give birth to a
god,” Kass said with a laugh.

She could be. And if
she did, they’d take that little god from her days after they were
born. That child would live here, in the creche first, then
studying under the masters, until they finally got a guard to mind
them and keep them company.

And where would
Kajja, bright, funny, ridiculous little Kajja, be in all that?
Proud, of course. Bragging to the neighbors and enjoying her extra
veg and meat rations. Comfortable in her nicer home up higher in
the City than her own parents had ever lived.

“Did something
happen?” Kass stood and came to Hen’s chair, kneeling on the floor
beside it and putting his hands on Hen’s thigh.

Hen covered Kass’s
long, bronze fingers with his own. “No. Well, Konstantin walked me
back to the Complex.”

“What did he have to
say?” Kass’s brows drew together and down, forming one dark
line.

“Nothing bad. He just
asked me about—you know. My plans.”

Kass smiled again,
his face slowly unknotting. “Oh, future plans, you mean? Did you
tell him you’ll climb the elite ranks and earn them an even better
home?”

Hen snorted. Kass’s
fingers tangled up with his. Hen squeezed them.

Kass asked, “Is that
still what you want? To join one of the elite corps?”

Hen nodded but
couldn’t help searching Kass’s face. “I do have a choice, though.
And I need to be more prepared.”

“I’ve thought about
that, too,” Kass said seriously. “So tell me what you want.”

Tell me what
you want, Hendrik had the wild, sudden, unstoppable
thought.

“Hen? You okay?”

Realizing he’d been
staring for an absurdly long time, Hen nodded and tugged on Kass’s
hand, then arm. Kass draped himself over Hen’s lap, throwing his
arms around his neck and resting his head against them. Hen put his
own arms around Kass’s waist and held him tight, letting the
reassuring weight of him sink in.

“I don’t think you’d
make a good assassin,” Kass said thoughtfully. “You’d never want to
finish the job. You’re too soft.”

“I am not,” Hen
protested.

“But you’d make a
fine priest guard, or maybe one of the higher-up patrols, since you
get restless sometimes. Outlander, maybe.”

“The assassins aren’t
even a real thing,” Hen said. “And I’ll go wherever they’ll take
me, if they take me.”

“They’ll take you.
Hen, you’re like their ideal.”

“They know about us,”
Hendrik pointed out.

“So what? It’s not
even a real rule. It’s more of a suggestion.”

It was, technically,
a rule that guards and their charges should not become sexually
involved. It just wasn’t a rule with a punishment attached to it,
so it didn’t feel like a rule.

“It’s a stupid rule,
and everyone knows it,” Kass added.

“I think it’s
supposed to protect us,” Hen admitted. “Both of us.”

“From what?”

“Pain,” Hen said.

Kass sat up slowly,
leaving one arm hooked around the back of Hendrik’s neck but
pulling back until he could look him in the eye. “I know you’ll
miss me. And I’ll miss you, but I’ll be watching. And think about
everything we’ll have together once you join me in heaven,
Hen.”

“I do. All the time.”
Hen tried to smile.

Kass nodded
encouragingly.

Hen knew he was
supposed to say something about how he accepted their destinies and
knew they’d have their rewards. Instead he said, “You want to be a
god, right?”

Kass gave a little
laugh. “Who wouldn’t? I mean, yeah, it’s a sacrifice, but a little
one for something so huge. I get to save my city and
get my own palace? Damn.”

Hen believed him,
too. He had to believe him, so why had Kajja’s comment
bothered him? Why was it stuck in his mind even now that
he’d vocalized it to Kass?

Why was he suddenly
scared?

Enough. You’re his
guard, all you have to do is make sure he’s safe and happy. So do
what you do best and shut the fuck up. Hendrik leaned in and kissed
Kass, sliding his fingers into Kass’s dark hair and then bunching
them into a fist to tug.

Kass gasped in
surprise and melted in his arms. He immediately started wriggling
around to wrap his legs around Hen’s middle without detaching their
mouths from one another. They kissed and pawed and grabbed at one
another until they’d reached the optimal position, with Kass
straddling Hen’s lap, arms around his neck again. “We won’t have
classes or drills,” Kass whispered into Hen’s ear. “We won’t have
priests or masters to answer to. It’ll just be you and me, all the
time. Just like this.”

“When you’re not busy
saving the Stone City with your divine energy,” Hendrik kissed at
Kass’s neck, that little ticklish spot just beneath his jaw.

Kass gave a little
moan. “I can do two things at once.”

“Not if I have
anything to say about it.” Hen smiled into Kass’s neck. “Tell me
what you want, Kass.”

Kass adjusted himself
in Hen’s lap, until Hen’s hard prick pressed into his ass crack
through two layers of clothing. “I want you to throw me down on the
bed, tear my clothes off…” He took a break here, to nibble on the
ear into which he was whispering.

Though he tried not
to, Hen couldn’t help readjusting just a little, trying to get more
friction against Kass’s backside. “Go on, sweet boy,” he broke out
the pet name, used only in these very specific situations. He had a
feeling he knew what was wanted, considering the way Kass was
grinding on his lap, but he liked to hear it all the same. “Tell
me.”

“I want you to tease
my ass until I can’t fucking take it,” Kass breathed. His sweet
voice saying deliciously spicy things like that always set Hen
off.

“And then what?” Hen
licked up the side of Kass’s neck, tasting sweat and salt, as a
preview of the coming teasing.

Kass shuddered. “Then
fuck the cum out of me.”

“You ready to go?
Or—?”

“I hoped you’d come
back horny,” Kass said with a breathless laugh.

Suddenly, locking his
arms beneath Kass’s ass, Hen stood. Kass’s legs wrapped tight
around him for the three strides it took to get to the bed. Then
Hen twisted slightly to get a little momentum, Kass let go, and Hen
threw him. Kass bounced on the mattress twice, his hair a mess, his
prick struggling to escape his hose, his tunic already up around
his navel. His lips, pink and swollen from kisses, were parted,
breathless, inviting. He had never looked more fuckable in his
life, which was saying quite a lot.

And he could never
look more like a god. Inheritance or no.


Chapter 3: The Complex, High City, Stone
City

The next visitor’s
day, family and friends started arriving early, bearing baskets
heaped with offerings: honeyed fruits, fine fabrics, fragrant
herbs, and other luxuries most Stone City households would have to
save years to acquire. It didn’t make much sense to bring offerings
before the Children of the Blood inherited, as far as Hen was
concerned. On the other hand, seeing as the guards benefitted as
much as their charges, far be it from him to complain about the
tradition. The basket that came from Kaspar’s family was as rich as
any of them, probably brought up by a maid from his mother’s
kitchens and left outside their cell by a Complex guard. Kass dug
through for the honeyed apricots and ignored the rest, leaving it
on the table for Hendrik to rifle at his leisure.

“Is Kajja coming?”
Kass asked around a mouthful of sweet fruit candy.

“If you’re sure it’s
alright.” Hen knew it was, but even with the closeness of mind
between guard and charge, they still observed certain forms. There
was something comforting in it, and in how Kass inevitably replied
by waving him off.

And he did. “I’m not
fresh out of creche and worried about my status.”

“Or mine.”

“Only where it
counts.” Kass laughed. “I really think it’s only the kids who care
about that kind of thing. Imagine being embarrassed because your
family wants to see you.”

Hen looked up,
searching for the slightest sign of pain in Kass, but there was
none. His family was neither here nor there to him, and he simply
couldn’t fathom how anyone’s would be, was all.

“It’s different when
you’re blooded,” Hen said gently. “For the rest of us, our days in
the mines and fields are a little too close for comfort.”

“Well, if no one was
in the mines, where would we get all this stone?” Kass patted the
blocks of the wall beside him. “Or this metal?” He fingered the
thick, gold chain around his neck. “It’s good, honest work, and
deserves to be rewarded.”

Hen smiled. Of
course, when he was a god, it would be Kass’s personal mission to
make sure great blooded houses like his and fresh refugees in the
mines alike received his protection and guidance. “I agree—you know
I do. But when I was fresh out of the Academy, I was always
embarrassed when my parents would visit.”

“It’s just their way
of showing how proud they are,” Kass protested.

“I know that, now.
But at the time, all I could think was that it marked me as low
class, to have parents hanging around like that. A blooded family
would never.”

“Because they can
afford to send honeyed apricots,” Kass pointed out, popping another
one into his mouth. “But it’s just as meaningful to give time and
effort as any other offerings.”

Hen chuckled. “If the
masters failed with the rest of the Children, at least they’ve
perfected their teachings in you.”

Kass rolled his
eyes—but jumped up when there was a knock at the door. “Kajja?” he
called as he bounded to open it.

“It’s me!” came the
reply from beyond the heavy door.

Kass swung it open
and held out his hand. Kajja shifted her overladen basket to the
crook of her left arm and reached out with her right to grasp him.
“Kaspar, you’re taller!”

“So are you! It’s
been an age; come in, come in.” He all-but-pulled her in and shut
the door behind her.

The cell never felt
cramped when it was just the two of them; it had been a while since
anyone but Jak had visited, and seeing as he was generally on top
of one or both of them, he hardly seemed to take up any space.
Kajja was another story.

Kass led her to the
spare chair, which had a fancy cushion with a linen cover on it.
She admired it with a little “oooh” before sitting delicately on
it, as if she was afraid she’d break it. “Here, this is from
Alara.” She held out her basket.

Kass accepted it with
a murmur of thanks and settled it next to his family’s much larger
one on the table. “Did she send pickles?” he asked eagerly.

Kajja nodded and
laughed. “I can’t believe you like them so much.”

“Why? They’re
delicious. What kind did she make?” He retrieved a jar of mixed
vegetables and another of hot peppers. “My favorite!”

“Of course.” Kajja’s
eyes sparkled as she watched Kass treat their mother’s “miners’
pickles” like luxurious honeyed fruit. “Only the finest offerings,
here.”

Kass cracked open the
peppers immediately, releasing a vinegary scent that made Hen’s
mouth water. Hen took the opportunity to ask Kajja, “How’s
home?”

“It’s good.
Konstantin was all broody when he came back from your walk on the
full moon. What’d he have to say?” Kajja leaned back in her seat
and crossed her arms over her belly.

“He was just asking
about my plans,” Hendrik said.

“What are they?”
Kajja asked.

“To rise through the
ranks like a shot,” Kass filled in for him, thankfully. “Of course.
Your brother here is their ideal of a guard—you should see how he
gets made into an example for all the others.”

“I get more credit
for Kass than I should,” Hendrik admitted, though the praise
flushed him with warmth. Kass had always been an easy charge, even
at his brattiest. Some of the other guards had much more difficult
charges, without nearly as many ways of convincing them to
cooperate as Hen had with Kass.

“Alara says you’ll be
a priest guard,” Kajja reported.

Hen shrugged. He
didn’t need to decide anything, he just needed to be prepared for
whatever. That would have to be his focus, going forward.
“If that’s where they put me.”

“But what do
you want?” Kajja asked.

Hen frowned.

“Oh, Kajja, Hendrik
only wants what’s best for the City,” Kass said with a laugh.

“That’s not—always
true,” Hen protested.

“Really?” Kajja
leaned forward, her hands on her knees now, her gaze sharp and icy
blue. “I wish I knew you better, Hendrik. Then I could tell.”

“I’m telling you,” he
protested, flustered and uncertain why. “It’s not always true.
Sometimes I want things. I just—I don’t really mind where they put
me, as long as I can be useful.”

“See,” Kass said
through a mouthful of pickled hot peppers. “He’s perfect.”

“A perfect soldier,”
Kajja said thoughtfully.

“Mmm,” Kass hummed a
little too enthusiastically, shooting Hen a hot look.

Hen ignored it and
cleared his throat. “What about you? What about this wedding?”

Kass took the bait
immediately, chirping, “I hear he’s blooded.”

Kajja rolled her
eyes. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you two about,
actually.”

“Marrying into the
Blood?” Kass made a face.

“No—though, actually,
if you have any advice on that, it could come in useful.”

Kass shook his head.
“I only know what people say, so that’s about as much as you,
probably. My father’s family has been blooded for generations, is
all I know. I’m the third chosen to be a Child of the Blood in his
line.”

Kajja squinted. “What
about your mother?”

“Merchants, I think.
Or maybe some kind of artisans?” Kass shrugged. “I don’t really
remember either of them, and Marek never said.”

“That’s your
brother?”

Kass nodded and
popped another pepper into his mouth. “These are so hot. My mouth
is on fire.”

After a little laugh,
Kajja seemed to remember herself and said, “No, but—I wanted to ask
you about marriage. I don’t have much experience with boys, is the
thing. Of course, I’ve read all the books, and Alara showed me
birth control and all that. But I mean the actual doing of
it.”

Hen wasn’t surprised;
Kon and Alara kept a tight watch, monitoring Kajja’s studies and
friends closely. Mid-District households and families on the rise
had far more to worry about, when it came to the behavior of their
children, than those of the blooded or otherwise rich.

“And I wondered if
you could take me into the Tavern District someday. Specifically,
to the Red Lantern—I hear that’s the best sex house.”

Kass nodded
seriously. “Smart. I always thought getting married blind would be
terrifying.”

“It is,” Kajja
confessed, looking relieved.

“I’m not sure,” Hen
said. “You’re just barely old enough for the reputable places like
the Lantern. And sometimes even those can be a little rough, with
all the taverns nearby.”

“But I’ll have you
two,” Kajja reasoned, her eyes wide and smile sweet. “I’d
definitely be safe with you.”

Hendrik rebelled
internally at the very idea. Kass was his charge, and though he’d
rarely had to pull a sword on his behalf, even on the most raucous
evenings in the Tavern District, it still happened. To be
responsible for both Kass and Kajja—who he didn’t know could
be trusted not to do anything stupid and put herself in harm’s way?
That was not his job.

“Please, Hen,” Kajja
continued when he didn’t reply. “You have no idea how
nerve-wracking it is. And I can’t ask Alara or Kon, but I know if
you took me, they wouldn’t mind.”

“Come on, I bet Jak
could show her what she needs to know,” Kass added.

Hen all but recoiled.
“No. Not Jak, Kass, what are you thinking?”

“Why not? Who’s Jak?”
Kajja was on the edge of her seat again.

Kass snorted
inelegantly. “What, just because we—?”

“Kass!” Hen cut him
off, not wanting to have that discussion with Kajja. Not that he
was embarrassed or thought Kajja would try to get them into
trouble. Just…because. He looked from one of them to the other.
“Let me think about it?”

“Kids in the mines
and the fields get to learn about sex with whoever they want,”
Kajja muttered. “And so do the blooded kids. I’ve heard stories
about the parties up here in the High City.”

Hen said, “Well,
you’re not in the mines or fields, and you’re not blooded.”

“Well my husband is,
and he probably knows what he’s doing. And I don’t, so I’ll feel
stupid and hate it, and that’s an awful start for a family,” Kajja
practically spat. “What if he makes fun of me or expects me to be
good at it or doesn’t like what I try? What if he doesn’t know what
to do, either, but he thinks he does? Boys are like
that.”

The force of her
emotion startled Hen. Of course, nervousness about marriage was to
be expected—a lifelong commitment to start a new household with
someone she hardly knew was a daunting prospect. But sex? It was
just…sex. It was fun, and if it wasn’t, you didn’t have to have it
unless you applied for and were granted a child license,
anyhow.

“I said I’d think
about it,” Hen said in his strongest guard-voice.

Kass made a face.
“Oof. Fine.”

Kajja sat back in her
chair and crossed her arms over her chest again. “Fine,” she
echoed. “I promise I’ll never ask you for anything ever again if
you do it, though.”

Hendrik tried to
think of a time she’d asked him for anything before and came up
incredibly short. But again, Kajja wasn’t his job, Kass was.
She was his sister, but most sisters didn’t even come to visit
their guard siblings, let alone want to spend an afternoon chatting
with them and their charge. To want to adventure into the Tavern
District with them was…

It was unheard of,
was what it was.

And yet, the way
Kajja’s smooth, pale forehead creased, the way she was curled in on
herself almost protectively just then, gave Hendrik pause. Made him
think again of her impassioned questions that he definitely
couldn’t answer.

Jak—or better yet,
one of his younger coworkers who did not already know every
intimate crevice and plane of Hendrik’s body—certainly could. And
even if she wasn’t his duty to protect, he did like Kajja and want
her to get the best start in her new life. If she was nervous about
this aspect of married life and she’d come to them for help…

He needed to sleep on
it. “Tell us about Kon’s latest projects,” he suggested instead.
“What’s he working on in that shop of his?”

Kajja sighed, but
some of the tension went out of her. “It’s all clockwork, now, and
nothing else. You should see him when he gets in there, bent over
some spring or another, swearing and tinkering. It’s kind of sweet,
really.”

“Like, the clocks on
the towers?” Kass asked, cocking his head sideways.

Slowly but surely,
Kajja let herself be led away from the topic that was clearly
burning a hole in her mind.

An hour later, the
three of them wandered into the courtyard, heading in the vague
direction of the gate. There was always a crowd on visiting days;
most people didn’t stay longer than it took to drop off an offering
basket, but there was a constant stream of them to add to the
occasional longer visit. The Guardhall sent extra
guards-in-training to back up the Complex guards, too, which meant
tower tabards were everywhere.

Increased guard
presence didn’t stop some of the younger Children of the Blood from
misbehaving, though. Two of them stood just outside their halls,
red-faced and yelling at each other while their guards stood
staring at their own feet, uncertain.

“What’s going on?”
Kajja asked, stopping in her tracks to watch the confrontation.

“It’s nothing, come
on.” Hendrik didn’t slow his step. It was bad form to let anyone
from outside the Complex see their future gods acting like, well,
children.

Even if they
were children. All four parties, guards and charges, were 13
at the most. One of the Children of the Blood, a young girl whose
name escaped Hendrik just then, shouted, “My guard could beat yours
up any day!”

“No, she could not!
Mine is taller and stronger!” shot back the other, a boy
called Dirk or Derrik or something to that effect. He was one of
the kids that Kass liked, so he was easier to remember.

“Hey, hey, you two.”
Kass stepped in between the kids and held out both hands,
preempting any potential violence.

Because of course he
did. Even as he rolled his eyes, Hendrik experienced a swell of
affection so overwhelming it almost bowled him over physically.
Years ago, he would’ve interfered. Now, he knew better; Kass could
handle this, and everyone would be the better for it.

“That’s no way to
talk about your guards,” Kass said, pointing to a nearby bench.
“Come on, sit down, tell me what happened.”

“She said her guard
was better than mine! It’s not true!” said the boy.

Kass pointed again,
this time more forcefully, and the kids hung their heads and
obeyed.

Their adolescent
guards, though relieved, still looked vaguely terrified and very
embarrassed. It was difficult to know how and when to interfere,
when two Children of the Blood started at each other like that. Hen
made a note to ask the masters to give some guidance on the subject
as soon as possible.

Kass was already
imparting guidance of his own to his little protege, however.
“Dierk, of course Anya thinks her guard is the best. And
Anya, Dierk should think his is, too. They’re not like toys you can
make fight for entertainment. Your guard is your best friend, your
family, the person who takes care of you. But you have to take care
of them too.”

The kids muttered
vague things under their breath. Kass shook his head and turned
back to Kajja—who was watching, fascinated—and Hendrik. “Go on, you
two. See you soon, Kajja?”

“Hopefully,” she said
without glancing Hen’s way.

“You’re good?” Hen
asked, though he knew the answer.

“I will be, once
these two calm down enough to listen to their elders,” Kass said
with a grin that belied his stern words.

Hendrik shot him a
smile then composed his face and started walking again. “Come on,
Kajja. I’ll walk you out the gate.”

She had to run a few
steps to catch up with him, but when she did she lowered her voice
and said, “Can I ask you something?”

“I told you I’d think
about it.” Hen tried to put as much warning in his tone as he
could.

“No, not that.” She
rolled her eyes. “About Kass.”

It was all Hen could
do not to sigh with relief. “Oh. Of course, yes.”

“Are you in love with
him?”

Hen nearly tripped on
the cobbles. They were always uneven, had been for centuries,
probably, and he knew each one of them by heart after his time
treading back and forth on them. What in all the hells was wrong
with him? “Don’t be foolish, Kajja.”

“I’m not. I’m
serious!” She was wide-eyed again, earnest, and irritatingly
compelling.

Hendrik shook his
head. “If you want to be treated like an adult then you should stop
talking like a child.”

“It’s not
childish!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,
of course it’s childish.” Hen shot her a glare. “Or even worse, if
it’s not childish, it’s disordered.”

“Why?”

“Because ideas like
love lead to chaos, and chaos leads to disintegration. You should
learn your Prayer better before you talk about things you don’t
understand.” Hen’s face grew hotter as he went on, wishing he could
stop but unable to, somehow.

“Love is why you come
to see us every full moon,” Kajja protested.

“Keep your voice
down.”

She sighed but
nodded.

He slowed his pace
now there were fewer people the nearer they came to the gate.
“That’s different. That’s the duty of love. I also have a duty of
love to Kass, yes.”

“No, that’s not what
I—”

“I know what you
mean,” he snapped. “And I said to stop being childish.”

She looked at her
feet and set her jaw. He couldn’t tell if she was angry or sad. Or
some combination, more likely.

Then she shouldn’t
talk about fairy tales. “Those kinds of love stories are always
lessons about why you shouldn’t believe in love,” he pointed
out. Yes, some people enjoyed them, even enjoyed putting themselves
into such situations in their own imagination. But duty was
reliable, admirable, orderly; romantic love was disordered.
That was all there was to it.

“I didn’t say I
believed in it. I just asked if you loved—”

“I heard you,” he
interrupted.

They were quiet the
rest of the short way to the gate. He stepped outside with her,
where civic buildings and the nearby High City manors rose up
against the mountainside, the very top of the Stone City. She’d be
fine from here by herself; there was nowhere safer in the city. And
yet… “I’ll take you home,” he decided.

She turned down a
side street with him, silent. After a few moments, she ventured,
“I’m sorry. I just—it’s been a while since I’ve seen you two
together. I think your…partnership is very good. For both of
you.”

“Yes, that’s the
point,” Hen said, but her words had taken some of the heat out of
him. “Before Children of the Blood had dedicated guards, there was
much more unrest at the Complex. They formed little social
factions, exclusionary ones; some of them grew lonely and wasted
away, some of them tried to grow power and influence over the
others. They couldn’t go out into the City, even once they were old
enough, because they weren’t prepared for its challenges and
violence. They couldn’t live anything like a life, and it twisted
them up inside, sometimes.

“Giving them someone
to protect them from themselves and the outside world, someone
their very own, changed things for the better. Made it easier for
them to focus on preparing for their inheritance.”

“You sound like
you’re reciting something,” Kajja said.

“It’s one of the
first things they teach us at the Academy. It’s our purpose.”

Kajja nodded and
remained silent for a few moments as they walked on. Hendrik slowed
his pace to match hers—despite the strange embarrassment she’d
induced in him, he wasn’t eager to be rid of her. He wished he
could talk to her, explain things to her, but the things he wanted
to say were as much a part of him as his blood, his mind, his
heart. How could he explain everything he was made for in one short
walk through the City to a sister he hardly knew?

When they reached the
Mid-District gate, Kajja finally spoke. “Thank you. For inviting
me. It was the most interesting day I’ve had in a long time.”

“What about your
studies?” Hen wondered. She’d spoken animatedly of them back in
their cell.

“I love to read and
learn,” she replied slowly, thoughtfully. “But I do that all day
every day, right now. Sometimes I crave new things.” A little
pause. “Sometimes I dread them.”

“Me too,” Hendrik
admitted. Then he sighed. “I’m sorry for snapping. Your question
took me off-guard.”

“I know. I didn’t
think it would, but now I know that was silly,” she said wryly.

“Our lives are very
different,” he allowed.

Kajja said, “I’m glad
we get to see you more than most guard families.”

“Me too,” he said.
Even if it marked him out as only a few generations removed from
the mines, in that moment, he was glad.

They were quiet the
rest of the way to their street. Then they clasped hands, and
Hendrik said, “I meant it. I really will think about it.”

“Thank you,” she said
with a little smile. And then she turned and went inside without
another look or word.

*

“You’ve been avoiding
me.”

Hendrik sighed but
stopped just inside the Complex courtyard. Things had quieted down
since he’d left with Kajja less than an hour ago, but people—mostly
guards, now—still milled about.

“You said we’d talk
after drill. That was a week ago. You’ve been running back to your
cell every morning since.” Piret stepped up beside him, tossing her
curls over her shoulder.

“I know,” Hen
admitted. “I haven’t been myself this week.”

“Something up with
Kass?”

Hendrik shook his
head. “He’s the same as always.”

“Perfect obedient
godchild?” She grinned.

When he’s not being
an incorrigible brat godchild. “That’s him.”

“Lyla needs to take
lessons. I saw him giving some to Dierk and that little pugnacious
girl, whats-her-name, earlier.”

“They’re still young.
I think it’s too late for Lyla.”

“It almost certainly
is.” But Piret smiled affectionately. Then her face went serious
again, the corners of her mouth pulling down tight. “I wanted to
apologize. For saying that about you and Kass.”

Hendrik had to think
hard to remember. “That we were going to get into trouble?”

“I think it’s
just—it’s hard sometimes, because you two work like halves of one
person. And partly it’s because you’re flouting the rules, which,
for the record, I don’t think should be rules, because clearly
there’s no harm in it.” Piret sighed, hanging her head.

“Did you just admit
that you’re wrong?” Hendrik asked, trying to lighten the mood a
little. This couldn’t be easy for her. Five years ago, it never
would’ve happened. But just as the Children of the Blood grew in
understanding of their duty and themselves, so did their
guards.

“For what it’s
worth…” Hendrik shifted uncomfortably. “I’m beginning to realize
there might be some harm in it. Not now but just—in the
future.”

She nodded solemnly.
“I’ve been thinking about it a lot, too. Have you talked to the
captain or Brecca?”

He shook his head.
“Not in a while.”

“I talked to Brecca
today,” she lowered her voice to say. “It helped. I know it’s
selfish, but…he said it’s normal to miss them. It’s part of why
we’re so good for them.”

Hendrik nodded,
considering.

“Anyhow, I’m sure
he’ll call for you soon. There’s something up with the river, and
the higher-ups are worried about it. Might be more inheritances
than usual on this moon.”

Hen’s blood seemed to
chill, of a sudden.

“I didn’t tell you
that, though,” Piret added quickly.

“No, of course not.
No.” And Hen didn’t want to remember it, anyhow, so that was
convenient. He shut down any thoughts on the subject quickly and
efficiently. If a slight tinge of cold remained in his veins,
clearly that was just early spring up high on the mountain.

She patted his arm,
which felt awkward but also kind. “Anyhow, now you can stop
avoiding me.”

“Actually.” He
reached out and touched her shoulder as she turned to walk
away.

She turned back.

“Can I ask you
something strange?”

“You interest me.”
She smiled again, genuine now.

“Kajja, my sister,
you know? She just asked me for a favor I don’t know how to
grant.”


Chapter 4: Tavern District, Stone City

“Your health!” Kass
announced, holding his small stone cup aloft.

Piret and her charge
Lyla followed suit. Hendrik, who had been scanning the crowd in his
usual, unthinking way, realized after a moment that everyone was
waiting for him and held his aloft as well.

“Down it!” And on
this command, Kass led them all in gulping mouthfuls of
firewater.

All but Kajja,
anyhow, who sputtered at hers and looked up at them all meekly
through her eyelashes.

Kass grinned and
encouraged her, “Take it slow. You’ll want a little to keep the
nerves down but probably not more than one.”

“Definitely not more
than one,” Lyla, a short, spirited girl with clever eyes, said with
a significant look. “Don’t want to dull any sensations.”

Hendrik already
regretted everything about today, and it had just begun.

“We’ll bring the last
cup back in a while,” he told the stall-keeper. The man waved him
off, saying something about anything for the Children of the Blood,
and their party continued down the well-worn cobbles. Music spilled
from open doorways, since it was a fine, bright day; sex workers
waved from windows, and bartenders set up shop outdoors with giant
jugs of firewater to entice clients to come in. It was a heady mix
of sights, sounds, and, frankly, smells for the uninitiated.
Hendrik had long since forgotten that, maybe, but the way Kajja’s
gaze flitted around the street, awestruck, was a powerful
reminder.

“They’re just…moving
out of the way for us,” she whispered into Hen’s ear at one
point.

“Well, that’s partly
the tabards.” Hen glanced down at his own white tower and then over
at Piret’s. “Partly just the power of Kass.”

Kajja frowned.
“Pretty sure it’s just you. You look like you want to slice someone
in half with that thing.” She tapped at his sword hilt.

“I do not,” he
protested. “I’m just doing my duty. I’m doing extra duty, too,
because of you.”

“And I appreciate it
sooooo much,” she sing-songed.

“Piret will take care
of you,” he muttered. When Hendrik had told Piret about Kajja’s
request, he had not expected Piret to offer to take her under her
wing for the afternoon. He’d been even more surprised when Lyla had
wanted to come along and “help” Kajja find just the right boy at
the Lantern. The atmosphere around the outing was oddly aligned
with the perpetual festivity of the better-off parts of the Tavern
District itself, thanks to the girls and their excitement for the
project.

Well, and Kass, but
Kass never missed an opportunity to enjoy himself—or make sure
everyone else was enjoying themselves, for that matter.

“Is it your first
time in the District?” Lyla asked Kajja, distracting her,
thankfully.

“I’ve been through
but never stopped. Kon and Alara don’t drink anything stronger than
home ale, usually, so they always claim they don’t know their way
around.”

“This part is
perfectly safe,” Lyla said with a little jut of her chin. “Even if
we didn’t have our guards—”

“Which has never and
will never happen,” Piret interrupted.

Lyla made a face, “I
knew she’d say that.”

“Is it hard to have
someone with you all the time?” Kajja asked. “What if you just want
to read quietly or…whatever?”

“Oh, we’re not
together every minute of every day,” Lyla assured her. “We have our
own time to do things, but I always start to miss her if I’m in our
cell alone for too long.”

Piret smiled at
that.

“Not us. We do
everything together,” Kass said brightly, digging an elbow into
Hen’s ribs.

Hen swatted at him
playfully, gaze still raking the passing clumps of workers,
revelers, and householders in the street.

“Don’t worry, he’ll
relax once we get to the Lantern. Their security is even good
enough for Hen,” Kass pretended to whisper loudly enough for all to
hear.

“I will not,” Hen
lied with a grin he couldn’t quite help. “Kajja, how are you
feeling after the firewater?”

She quickly took a
last sip and made a face that said it was living up to its name in
her throat. “Ugh, yeah, I’m good. Nice and warm.”

“That’s all you
want,” Lyla insisted.

“Oh! There it is!”
Kajja bounced up on her toes, pointing at the huge, limewashed
facade of the Red Lantern. Its
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