
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Unlikely Magi (Z. Rawlins – Central Short Story)

 

Anastasia surveyed her lunch of miso-glazed tofu and poached asparagus with reluctant optimism. She was aware that everyone at the table was watching intently as she took the first bite, their collective breath held, hoping for a favorable reaction, but that didn’t bother her. She had perfect table manners, after all, and had been the focus of attention her entire life, in any case. She chewed with her eyes closed, considering.

“Not bad,” she allowed, to the evident relief of her new chef – a pothead from San Francisco who had trained under Alice Waters in Berkeley, while also cultivating a scraggly head of dreadlocks – who looked ready to cry in the corner. “Less ginger next time, perhaps.”

Her chef nodded gratefully and then made a hurried exit. The remainder of her dinner companions took this as the cue to sample their own drinks and appetizers, as maids scurried about with laden dishes and silverware. Anastasia had no peers, only servants – but the particular servants sharing her table tonight were definitely her favorites.

“Well, that’s a relief,” Renton offered, cutting into a violently pink steak Anastasia had purchased as an indulgence during last month’s shopping venture to Tokyo. “Think maybe you’ll hold on to this one for a while?”

“For a time, perhaps,” she said, dabbing her lips with a cloth napkin. “Until he poisons or disappoints me.”

“Oh, come on,” Renton objected, admiring the dripping hunk of meat on the end of his silver fork. “You haven’t had a chef try to kill you since you were…what? Ten?”

“Twelve,” she reminded him tartly, nibbling hesitantly on an underdressed nettle salad. “You forgot the incident in Cypress.”

“As much as I like to criticize the way Renton does his job,” Katya remarked, swirling the last of the wine in her glass, “I’m certain that was food poisoning.”

“Oh, no.” Anastasia shook her head grimly. “You have no idea.”

“I went to Cancun on vacation last year; got drunk and ate a bunch of street tacos, apparently.” Katya laughed and signaled to a nearby servant that her glass needed refilling. “I think I have a pretty good idea.”

Renton and Timor laughed, while Svetlana covered her mouth politely with a napkin. Mai Quan watched from the other end of the table with an expression of perpetual amusement, or indulgence.

“Whatever the case,” Anastasia said hurriedly, “the new chef will serve.”

“What a relief,” Mai said, with perhaps just a touch too much sincerity. “Now I can finally direct my attention to less important matters.”

Anastasia’s eyes narrowed as she sipped her sparkling water, but she did not chastise Mai.

Her authority might have been nearly unlimited, but even the scion of the Black Sun Cartel knew better than to pick a fight with the head maid for the entire Martynova family. Even her father exercised mild deference to Mai, aware that his quality of life depended entirely on her whims.

 

Her temperament was less than ideal, admittedly, but there really was no better maid.

“That being the case,” Anastasia offered dryly, “perhaps we could move on to that which brings us here?”

Mai’s quiet smile evaporated. Renton turned his attention to his untouched wine glass, while Katya put hers aside for the first time since the meal began. Timor and Margot exchanged a knowing look, while Svetlana fiddled with her fork and knife nervously.

“You mean?”

Katya shrugged, leaving the sentence incomplete.

Anastasia nodded and folded her hands.

“It is time,” she said, with resolve. “The date has been set.”

All eyes turned to Mai, crisp professionalism replacing her smirk.

“It is true,” she said, with an apologetic bow of the head. “Master Josef has made his choice.”

Katya’s eyes narrowed and her expression soured.

“How long do we have?”

“Four days,” Mai said, to the table’s evident disconcertion. “Next Tuesday, six P.M.”

“That’s nearly a week earlier than I expected,” Katya groused, draining her cup. “Fuck.”

“Moscow?” Timor asked. “Saint Petersburg?”

“London.”

“London?” Timor paused to consider it, eventually settling on an expression of mild dislike.

“It’ll be wet, then. And crowded.”

“Fucking Brits and their fucking wool suits,” Katya sighed. “The tube always smells like a locker room.”

“I had thought,” Svetlana put forward meekly, “that New York had been in the discussion this year…”

Anastasia noted the pained smile on Sveta’s face, and adjusted plans accordingly.

“Evidently not,” Anastasia said, giving Mai a brief but meaningful nod. “Still, we’ll all have to make the best of it. Even you, Katya.”

“I fucking hate London,” Katya snarled, waving her empty glass at a passing maid. “I want that understood.”

“We get it, Sis.” Timor said, giving his sister an amused look. “Your point has been made.”

“Good.”

“If I might continue?” Anastasia surveyed them irritably, as the servants distributed an identical matte black envelope to each of them. “You have each been given an assignment. The details are inside the letters you have been given. I expect each of you to follow the instructions exactly…”

She paused to glare at Timor and Katya, who had already torn their letters open, and were moving to compare.

“…and to keep the contents confidential.” The siblings were suitably chastised, sitting back in their seats and hastily restuffing their envelopes. “Time is, of necessity, quite short.”

“But, Ana,” Katya protested. “The family Christmas dinner thing is in four days!”

 

“Right,” Anastasia nodded. “That is why time is short. You have three days, incidentally. I’ll need you back early, for photos.”

“You want it done before the Christmas Party?”

Katya looked mortified.

“Naturally,” Anastasia responded. “You’ll be far too drunk after, if history is any judge.”

“Ana!” Katya sounded scandalized, but her eyes sparkled. “That’s unnecessary.”

“It might be,” Anastasia allowed. “Anything is possible. Three days. You have your instructions. Do not think me hyperbolic when I say – nearly everything depends on each of you succeeding. I am understood?”

Nods and murmured assents.

Anastasia smiled, and then turned her attention back to her asparagus.

“It is a little dry,” she admitted, with a long sigh.

***

“What do you think?”

“What do you mean?”

“You think Ana’s making her move on her daddy?”

“Katya!” Margot clapped her hand over the assassin’s mouth, and pushed her into the darkness of one of the Academy’s many alcoves. “How can you say such things aloud?”

“What? You think Josef has loyalists at the Academy? Give me a break. Everyone on his side of the equation is seventy years old, smells like menthol, and remembers the Great War. So…you think it’s time?”

“I doubt it,” Margot said, releasing Katya with a look of disbelief. “It seems far too soon. I am only hired help, however…”

“Oh, Margot, don’t bullshit,” Katya said, throwing her arm around the vampire, and pulling her along. “You may insist on a paycheck, but we all know which team you play for. You got an invite to the Martynova Christmas dinner this year, right?”

“Yes,” Margot admitted. “I was surprised.”

“You know better than to turn it down, right?” A look of concern briefly crossed Katya’s face.

“I know you aren’t the social type, Margot, but you gotta be there. It’s worth it, anyway. The Martynova’s set a table like you won’t believe…”

“I don’t eat, Katya. Vampire.”

“Right. But their wine cellar is…”

“I don’t drink, either. Again, vampire.”

“Okay, sure. But Ana’s family runs to boys – all except her poor dad, I guess – so there are all sorts of cute rich boys looking to get into trouble…”

They strolled through the deserted commons of the Academy, heading for the little house near the gates that Margot lived in.

“I don’t really do that, either.”

“Vampire?”

 

“Partly. Also, I’m just not that into Russian guys.” Margot shrugged. “No offense.”

“None taken.” Katya glanced around conspiratorially, and then lowered her voice. “Look, Margot…I wanted to ask. Ana has you looking after that new kid, right? Alex? The one with the freak protocol?”

“Yes. I’m not sure that I’m supposed to talk about it, though…”

“It’s okay. I’m not trying to pry any secrets out of you. I just…I have a personal interest. Is he…is he okay?”

Margot thought it over.

“I suppose…yes, I would say he is. Alex is…resilient, I suppose. Stubborn.”

“That sounds about right…”

“You know him?”

“No, no,” Katya said, waving her hands in alarm. “Not really. Not in any meaningful way. I just…wanna know…is he okay?”

“You just asked me that!”

“I know, but…”

“He’s fine, I think. Alex is dull, but he seems healthy enough. He is slow in math, and terrible at blocking kicks. He is a poor shot and an indifferent fighter.” Margot hesitated, licked her lips, briefly exposing her tapered canines. “I think he might also be trying to sleep with my housemate.”

Katya dropped her book bag, and Margot stopped while she gathered her things.

“Katya? Is something…?”

“What? No! Of course not. I just slipped.” Katya glanced nervously about. “Say…do you mean Eerie?”

“Yes. Who else?”

“Oh. Got ya.”

“Katya?”

“What?”

“What the hell is going on?”

“Nothing,” Katya said, with a dopey grin. “Gotta run, vampire-girl. Say hi to Eerie for me.”

“What? Why would I…?”

Katya was already around a corner, and Margot didn’t feel like chasing after her. She turned the conversation over in her head for a while, trying to decode Katya’s interest, and whether it played into Ana recalling her to the Academy. Why did Ana suddenly need an assassin? Had she decided to end the Alexander Warner experiment?

Margot made no sense of it, despite her best efforts. She continued on her way home, shaking her head ruefully. Apparently, Alex made everyone crazy, not just her. Even Katya, who he hadn’t even met.

***
Timor and Renton smiled politely at each other in the hallway, waiting for Svetlana to return and spirit them away on their individual errands.

“The usual stakes, then?” Renton offered, hands in his pockets. “If you are up for it, that is.”

“Oh, I’m game. I have three days, according to Ana. I hardly need that many.”

“How confident! Let’s see, then.”

Svetlana stuck her head out into the corridor, and gave them both a weary smile.

“Who’s next?”

They both moved for the door, but in this particular instance, precognition beat telepathy by a fraction of a second, Timor wrapping his arm around Svetlana’s shoulders as he stepped neatly in Renton’s way.

“Tell me, Sveta, dear,” Timor purred, closing the door behind them. “How can I entice you into depositing Renton somewhere dreadful for a week or two? Bangladesh, perhaps, or Houston?”

Renton smiled politely at their laughter.

***

“That was cruel.”

“Was it?” Anastasia sipped her tea. “I disagree.”

“It was.” Mai folded her hands on the table, and Anastasia envied her the grace of the gesture.

“I approve. You are too soft on your favorites, to their detriment.”

The two women were still at the long table at opposite ends, four chairs between them on either side.

“Do you really think so?”

“I do.”

Anastasia considered it, tight lipped.

“Perhaps,” she allowed, with a sigh. “It is the holidays, though.”

***

Svetlana took Timor to Rome and Renton to Los Angeles, and then returned to Central and headed to her dorm. Katya was there already, borrowing her makeup and hogging her mirror.

“Hi, Sveta! I’m using your stuff!”

“I see that,” Svetlana said, conscious as always of the prominence of her stubborn accent, in comparison to Katya’s effortlessly American English. “That’s fine. Why are you all dressed up?”

Katya was recently out of the shower, having even taken the time to wash her hair and shave her legs, judging from what was arrayed on the floor atop her damp towel. She wore sheer black tights and a tight red dress that was still unzipped in the back, her hair pinned back and teased up, her eyes emphasized with Svetlana’s favorite liquid liner.

 

“Can’t say,” Katya explained cheerfully, pausing in her work to sip from a tumbler half-full of vodka that sat beside the mirror, careful not to smudge her lipstick. “Working for the boss. You know.”

Svetlana smiled and turned away, feeling the familiar chill that she always did when she was reminded that her temporary housemate killed people for a living.

“Oh. Do I need to take you somewhere?”

“Nope. Ana’s sending the car around. I’m working down in Central, tonight.”

“I see. Well, that sounds nice.”

Katya nodded brightly.

“Could be.”

Svetlana deposited Katya’s discarded towel and clothing in the hamper, and then gathered her own shower things.

“You know,” she said, pausing to look over Katya’s shoulder into the mirror, “you clean up nicely. Why don’t you dress up more often?”

Katya grinned at her toothily.

“I’ve been an assassin since we were kids, Sveta. Nearly every formal event I’ve attended since I was fourteen was on the job. You kill enough people in a cocktail dress and heels, the appeal is lost. You know?”

Svetlana nodded, as if she understood. As always, the violence was incomprehensible to her.

“I’m going to shower,” she said, making for the door. “If you leave before I get out, have fun.”

“I’ll try,” Katya said, going back to work on her eyes. “I’m gonna be late, by the way. Don’t wait up.”

Svetlana nodded. She anticipated being rather late herself, given the tasks that Anastasia had set before her, but appreciated the thought.

***

The Vatican City was old, but the building Timor was in was actually quite new. The exterior was at least four centuries old, yes, but that was little more than a façade for what lay beneath. The guts of the building had been torn out and replaced with a modern, hardened installation, wired and baffled and secured to the greatest extent that money and professionalism could achieve. A few centimeters of old stone and mortar concealed doped concrete and vault doors and a whole bunch of hard looking men with guns. Timor counted five cameras since he left the stairwell, and those were just the ones he noticed.

Are you certain you don’t require more support, Operator Zharova?

Timor smiled to himself at Eric Koger’s anxiety. The Black Sun staff telepath – an orphan, recruited a few years before Renton – had a reputation as the nervous type.

You’ve shut down communications, right?

Better. I’ve spoofed them. They’re all performing telepathic check-ins and relaying info, but I’m providing false responses at the other end. They won’t see you coming. I’m fixing their reactions to whatever they see on the cameras, too, so…

 

Excellent. I’ll be fine, then, Eric. Thank you.

If you’re sure. I could incapacitate some of them from here, I think, or at least help distract…

I’m sure you could. But I need the exercise. Now, let me work, won’t you?

Timor grinned confidently at the camera as he turned the corner, pausing briefly to fit ballistic earplugs in both ears. The imported carpet lining the center of the hallway was thick and expensive, and any potential sound caused by his transit was muffled to obscurity. The paintings on the walls were ancient and valuable, and twice Timor stopped to admire a particular piece.

He made it nearly a whole minute from Svetlana’s apport before he encountered anyone.

Bored hired security waited at an ad-hoc checkpoint, on one side of a metal detector and a folding table. They were chatting about sports, but Timor wasn’t savvy enough with team names to follow along. The hallway was extensive, and they were stationed a third of the way down, so they had plenty of time to see Timor coming. They didn’t look worried, and the excellence of both his suit and his smile kept them at ease. The guard with the rifle watched at a careful distance, while his partner approached the little table beside the metal detector and scanned a clipboard with a frown.

“Good morning!” The guard called out, taking a pen from his breast pocket. “I’m sorry, sir, but there must have been some sort of mistake. There’s no one on the list for another thirty minutes…”

“Oh, not to worry,” Timor said, approaching the table with a jovial look and reassuring tone, one hand in his jacket pocket. “There’s been a small change of plans, you see.”

The man with the clipboard eyed him nervously, while his backup tightened his grip on his short-barreled rifle.

“Oh? What is that, sir?”

Timor leapt smoothly across the table, drawing a knife from a belt sheath as he went. The guard flinched, tossing the clipboard aside, but Timor went low when he expected him to go high, cutting the guard along the leg and then neatly across the stomach, stepping back to avoid a wild punch in response. The guard put a hand to his wounded gut and gaped at the blood, while his companion centered his reflex sights on Timor.

Timor yawned and waited.

“Ready?” He inquired, drawing his chromed Kimber Micro from a shoulder holster. “Let’s began, shall we?”

The first guard turned to run, while the guard with the rifle opened fire, squeezing off bursts of 5mm hollow points at Timor, the sound of the shots muffled to a loud thump by a thick black suppressor attached to the muzzle.

Timor advanced casually, his small pistol tracking the fleeing guard. Once or twice, he sidestepped or ducked, but for the most part, he strode confidently through the hail of bullets.

The rifleman cursed and ejected his spent magazine. Timor’s grinned and pulled the trigger twice, not breaking stride. The fleeing guard was struck first in the knee; the second bullet struck him in the back of the head as he went crashing to the ground. Timor advanced on the rifleman while he fumbled at his belt for an extra magazine, pistol in one hand, a narrow hand-forged stiletto in the other. The guard tugged the magazine free from his pocket, slammed it into the

well of the rifle, and then shouldered the gun. Timor strode confidential up to the guard, ducking his head just slightly to avoid a burst fired nearly point blank, wincing at the sound.

The guard’s finger flexed on the trigger. Timor let the stiletto fly, burying it in the guard’s stomach, bending him double, and loosening his grip on the rifle. The guard stumbled forward, and Timor stuck the barrel of the Kimber beneath his chin, smiled apologetically, and then pulled the trigger, standing at exactly the proper angle to avoid the splatter.

Timor holstered his weapons, nodded at the dead, and then continued on.

The next checkpoint had heard the gunfire, and security was waiting for him. Timor hit the corner running, the walls around him disintegrating in a barrage of automatic gunfire. Two guards let loose from behind the cover of an overturned table, the roar of their submachineguns deafening even with ear protection.

Timor slid and tumbled, jumped and spun. He laughed as he charged down the hall, bounding like an enthusiastic child at the gunmen. Bullets nipped at his jacket and clipped strands from his hair. Bullets punctured the carpet beside his feet and took chunks out of the drywall beside his head. Eighty rounds of high velocity ammunition made a ruinous mess of the hallway; Timor went untouched, the grace of his progress unimpeded.

Security was frantically reloading when he reached the table. Timor leapt onto the table’s edge, riding with it as it toppled under his weight, putting one bullet through the hand that held the fresh magazine, and then snapping off another two shots into the wounded guard’s face.

The other gunman had his rifle loaded and ready before Timor could turn around. Timor ducked, his fingers sneaking beneath his jacket, and the first spray went wild, the guard struggling to control the weapon on automatic. Timor threw the stiletto blind, dipping and rolling to avoid another barrage of gunfire. The knife sank deep into the guard’s shoulder joint, making it impossible to sight the rifle. Timor slid to a stop against the wall and whipped around with a pistol in his hand, pulling the trigger on his Kimber twice.

“Is that all?” Timor holstered his gun and looked around sadly. “And you call this a Black Library.”

He hurried down the hall, and then went through one of a score of identical heavy doorways, keying a code that Eric had purloined from the brain of a cowed staff member. In the distance, he heard alarms ringing, but his earplugs dulled the worst of it.

The room was filled with books, and smelled of old paper and well-maintained leather. Timor paused momentarily to appreciate, and then he went to work.

***

Margot’s transaction went smoothly, despite the sketchy characters, despite all the guns. She spent the whole evening nervous, jumping at shadows and sudden noises, nearly eviscerating a Black Sun goon who failed to announce his arrival beforehand, but nothing went wrong.

Package collected.

Money exchanged.

 

Her local Black Sun contact even spoke passible English – an oddity, in rural China – and when he insisted on having her join him for tea, she could very nearly taste the stuff, it was so fragrant.

Margot actually felt a bit weird, having it all go so well.

***

Renton spent a day and a half camped outside the warehouse, watching the coming and goings from an office under construction via binoculars and cautious psychic surveillance. Anastasia claimed it was chance that the items had been bought at auction by another cartel, purely an investment decision, but that made the target that much harder. Intelligence indicated that all the personnel onsite were civilians, but they were judiciously armed and effectively trained – a mixture of former LEOs and Israeli ex-military, if he was any judge – and very serious about their business. They roamed the facility in suits and metallic-painted golf carts during the day, watching intently behind Ray-Ban sunglasses. At night, some of them added bullpup submachineguns with night vision optics to their outfits. Regular employees were regularly called upon to produce ID

cards, in addition to the biometric scanners that sealed each of the buildings, and outside deliveries and contractors were rarely granted access. Everyone seemed to take their jobs very seriously, leaving Renton no option other than to do the same.

With a few hours of observation, he knew why Anastasia had sent him. It was a job for a telepath, to be sure, unless the idea of numerous collateral deaths to go along with the mission objective was appetizing. It wouldn’t be a simple act of telepathic deception, however – the corporate campus was heavily occupied during daylight hours, and guarded like the Federal Reserve at night. There were no easy answers, when it came to the problem of getting inside.

That was fine, though.

Renton was eager to impress Ana, for reasons of his own.

A long afternoon and evening spent in observation gave Renton reason to lean toward the open approach. After spending a night watching the guards sweep the lot at irregular intervals, following patterns that seemed to shift at random, and employing a pair of Alsatians who strained at the end of their chains, Renton greeted the morning stiff and certain of his approach. He slipped out of the construction site, rented a hotel room, and then took a three-hour nap. After a shower and shave, he changed into the suit Mai had selected for the mission – not his best suit, he noted, but certainly the most obviously expensive – and carefully styled his hair in the manner he had been instructed.

He looked at himself in the mirror, coifed and gelled, and felt slightly ridiculous. Renton took a deep breath, telepathically purged doubt and reluctance from his mind, and then tried on his most superficial smile.

It fit like an old pair of jeans.

He whistled tunelessly and jangled the keys in his pockets as walked the five blocks from the hotel to his target. His nervousness was gone, replaced with the brash elation that Renton always felt in the field.

 

The gates to the compound were largely cosmetic during the day, intended more to stop vehicular traffic and funnel pedestrians through a controlled access point, rather than to serve as an actual barrier. Renton glanced at the short queue of uniformed delivery drivers and service personnel, then squared his shoulders and walked right by them, nodding familiarly to the guard manning the gate as he shimmied around the barrier.

“Sir!” The guard moved urgently from his booth to block Renton’s progress. “This area isn’t open to the public. I’m going to need to ask to see your ID…”

Renton turned and gave the guard an agreeable nod.

I’ve a better idea, Renton suggested. Quit your job, right now. Make a scene of it. Maybe punch your boss. Scream and yell. Strip naked. Whatever you like, as long as it’s loud. Then maybe go find a bar or something.

The rent-a-cop had a bemused look on his face as he tore off his tin badge.

“I don’t drink, though,” he offered.

“Why not try?” Renton said indifferently. “Now’s as good a time as any to start.”

Renton left the guard – who had begun to bellow and act belligerently – and made for the warehouse. Security noted his presence, but with the ongoing incident at the entrance, it didn’t take much of a push from Renton to send them running toward the obvious problem. It was a little like playing ping-pong, batting away the curious and the professionally suspicious as rapidly as they noticed him. He crossed a parking lot as rapidly as decorum would allow, breaking out in a sweat at the effort of controlling the alarm in so many minds. In the distance, Renton heard yells morph into screams.

He cut through the courtyard at the center of a cluster of smaller buildings, the swankier offices belonging to the elite among the executives. The employees here were better dressed and more entitled – and therefore their reactions were harder to manage. They were less numerous, however, so Renton accepted the tradeoff and hoped to catch his breath.

The chance never came.

An executive with hoop earrings and a magenta pants suit seized his arm fearlessly, forcing him to stop.

“Young man,” the woman said, watching Renton’s face closely. “You aren’t supposed to be here, are you?”

That’s true, Renton admitted, with a shrug. I’m also the most frightening thing you’ve ever seen, though, aren’t I? And you’ve forgotten how to do anything other than scream.

The woman stumbled away with her eyes closed, arms pin wheeling madly, emitting a horrible shriek. Renton hurriedly suggested to her coworkers that this irregularity was more important than the stranger with an air of satisfied importance hurrying by, telepathically laboring with each step.

He was gasping and soaked with perspiration, one hand clutched to his chest, as he exited the executive complex. Renton made it to the parking lot, and then stumbled behind a windowless van and sat down heavily on a cement retaining wall. He took out a handkerchief and mopped his face.

 

That he failed to notice the approach of the security patrol until they were on top of him, coming around the back of the van with guns drawn, was a testament to the depletion of Renton’s protocol.

“Stop right there, sir,” the lead guard said, in a tone of cautious relief, holstering his pistol and reaching for a set of handcuffs. “Let me see your hands, okay?”

“Sure, why not?” Renton reached casually for the gun in his jacket, but the security detail reacted by holstering weapons and relaxing, as if he were cooperating. “Let’s do that.”

He stood up slowly, screwed a compact silencer onto his even more compact pistol, and then shot the nearest security guard twice, punching two neat little holes in his forehead. His two compatriots react with shock and horror, reaching for weapons they had only just put aside.

Renton took careful aim and then opened fire, putting three rounds through the next guard before he could wrest his baton back out from his belt. The last of the detail had enough time to get her gun out, and held Renton dead to rights before he could turn around. It took almost everything he had left to stop her from pulling the trigger immediately. Fortunately, years of compassionate police work prior to this job had created benevolent instincts he could prey upon.

“Freeze!” The security officer yelled, veins standing out prominently in her neck, gun wavering with the tension in her rigid arms. “Drop the gun right now, asshole!”

Okay, Renton offered agreeably, allowing the pistol to clatter to the asphalt. Now, why don’t you do the same thing?

The pistol dropped from her numb fingers in an instant.

Renton smiled. Her eyes widened in horror.

She bent to retrieve her gun, and Renton lunged forward, seizing her by her hair and the nape of her neck, and tossing her headfirst into a nearby cinderblock enclosure. She howled and Renton felt her shoulder dislocate. He let her drop to her knees, and then kicked her in the side of the head, driving her skull into the cinderblocks a second time. She looked up at Renton blankly, blood dripping from her nose. Renton sighed, retrieved his pistol, and then hit her in the base of the skull with the gun butt, the sound like an enormous egg breaking. Two more strikes followed, one rapidly after the other, and then the guard collapsed to the ground.

Renton took a moment to catch his breath and straighten his suit. He cleaned the gore from his pistol on a handy uniform, ejected his depleted magazine on one of the bodies, and then slammed a new magazine home. He paused and took the lapel badge, phone, and earpiece from one of the security, fitting it all into place. As he stepped out into the main corridor between the buildings, Renton could hear sirens back by the entrance. He found a volume nub on the earpiece and pressed it, and sporadic communications crackled through.

He walked briskly through employees who were more concerned with what was happening by the gate than who he was. Between the badge on his chest and a gentle telepathic suggestion, Renton made his way to the secured warehouse without further challenge.

Renton preferred to work without remote support, as much as was possible, but the magnetic locks and tempered steel doors of the warehouse were blatantly out of his league, so he had reluctantly allowed intelligence operatives to extract the necessary passcodes in advance. The biometric scanner was defeated via a manufacturer’s override, while the lock itself yielded to an

eight-digit number and a specially designed tool acting as substitute for a key. Renton shivered as he stepped inside the warehouse, chilled by the intense air conditioning, comforted by the chaos he heard over the purloined earpiece.

The warehouse inside was dimly lit, carefully temperature controlled, and filled with identical plastic containers in the thousands, filed away on a series of mobile steel racks.

“Finally,” Renton said, with a crooked grin. “Let’s do some shopping.”

***

Katya slunk down the stair – or, at least, she aimed for slinking – with a glass of Prosecco in one hand, the other clinging to the bannister for dear life. Her heels were brutal and her red dress was strategically contoured and tight enough to suffocate. With each step, Katya worried about falling over or passing out behind a forced smile, but also noted her embellished figure in the mirror panels lining the stairs with satisfaction.

Eventually, she finished her decent into the submerged ballroom, located below Central’s finest (and cartel-neutral) hotel. The event was technically for the staff who managed the Etheric Network, which was important in two very specific ways – there were no cartel limitations, and due to a gender imbalance among the technical and engineering personnel, well dressed young woman of dubious morals were welcomed, cartel affiliation be damned.

Even a known assassin for the Black Sun. Still, it caused a bit of a ripple.

She made it about six steps before one of the techs seized the moment.

Katya wanted something very particular, though, so she deflected the attention and moved on to more of the same.

She sifted through the crowd, smiling and flirting and evaluating. She required a fine balance of access and lack of confidence, and was surprised at how difficult that was to locate.

It took almost two hours before Adel El-Nadi capitalized on the math class they had together years before, approaching her as she lingered near the alcohol. The serving staff had become increasingly stingy with the last few pours, so the distraction came as a relief.

“Katya Zharovaya? I am surprised to see you here – but you are very welcome,” Adel El-Nadi said approvingly. “In that dress, particularly.”

“Mr. El-Nadi,” Katya said, with a demure bob of her head. “A pleasure. I didn’t realize you were a technician?”

He laughed as if she had said something funny, red-faced and boisterous with drink, his cummerbund skewed and his usually neat beard in relative disarray.

“Not at all, Miss Zharovaya,” he said, chuckling as he tapped the side of his head. “Something of a prodigy, though, perhaps.”

Katya visibly perked up, and Adel blushed.

“What sort of prodigy is that, Mr. El-Nadi?”

“I work on the Network,” he said, with a shy smile. “Routine maintenance, mostly, but given the nature of troubleshooting, there isn’t much I haven’t had a chance to work on directly…”

 

“Is that so?” Katya moved to stand close, making serious eye contact. “Tell me more, Mr. ElNadi.”

“Call me Adel, won’t you?” His chest puffed out as he flagged down a server carrying a tray of sparkling wine, and then took a glass from each of them. “I don’t know what else there is to say. I’ve been working on the network for about six months, on all sorts of projects…”

Katya gave him a look of significance.

“You really must be a prodigy,” she said earnestly. “They already gave you an administrative account, Adel?”

Abel nodded, smiling in helpless confusion. Katya drained the glass Abel offered in one quick go, and then quickly switched it with a full one from the waiter’s tray.

“I think that you’re just the man I need,” Katya said, putting a hand on his forearm. “Is there somewhere that we could go and talk, Adel? Someplace private?”

***

Svetlana arrived in New York, a discreet two blocks off Elizabeth Street, across the way from the modish coffee place she liked. The morning was clear and bright, traffic was sparse, and there was no line and hardly any wait for her iced coffee with soymilk. As she left the cafe, the reasonably handsome barista wished her a good day.

Pausing to wrap her entirely cosmetic scarf about her neck, Svetlana smiled to herself, and then headed resolutely for the boutiques.

***

It took Mai the entire evening to arrange the household for a potentially day long absence. Years had passed since the last time the Martynova household functioned without Mai’s guiding eye and careful hand, even briefly, and she left only reluctantly, under strict orders from her mistress.

Still, her head maids were capable, the various butlers and men-in-waiting were at least serviceable, and her apprentice, a sullen Georgian girl named Ekaterina, was suitably proficient, if softhearted.

The domestic issues of the Martynova family were, of course, her primary concern, but Mai saw no imminent crises. Anastasia was working herself up to fire her most recent cook, who stubbornly insisted on pushing unwanted ancient grains on the Mistress of the Black Sun. Pavel, the elder son of the Martynova family, was visiting Moscow with his family, and therefore the laundry and cooking burdens were proportionally increased. Josef Martynova had hurt his back again, likely while at golf, meaning extra work for his Chinese acupuncturist and the tirelessly cheerful pair of girls imported from Korea for that situation. Mai had naturally anticipated all these affairs, along with a thousand other potential wants or frustrations, and planned accordingly. There was realistically very little chance of things going wrong while she was gone.

Still, Mai fretted. It was her job to worry, after all.

 

When she finally decided that she could put it off no longer, Mai prepared herself and her affects, and then summoned an apport technician to her chambers. To her surprise, the technician arrived with her destination already prepared, on Anastasia’s orders.

Mai reviewed the orders she had received in Anastasia’s letter, each detail spelled out in finepoint cursive. Mai double-checked her bag, making sure she had all of her tools, everything she would need to make this all work. She checked her appearance in a pocket compact, took a deep breath, and then nodded to the patient apport technician.

“Good luck, Miss Mai,” the technician offered, with a thick Grecian accent.

She nodded in response, and then closed her eyes. Mai had never enjoyed the jarring experience of an apport.

There was a moment of disconnect, an awareness of the terrible speed at which the Earth moves through the solar system, and that system through the galaxy. She felt very small, and Mai hated feeling that way. It was over before she could articulate any sort of objection.

With a practiced smile, Mai opened her eyes, hand clenched tightly around the handle of her designer bag, ready for the worst.

***

Anastasia was busy at her desk when she heard a commotion down the hall.

“Renton,” she said, with a small sigh, and a glance at a nearby mirror, to ensure that her hair was perfect. “Lovely. Well, I suppose he was meant to be first…”

The yelling swelled to a crescendo, and then Renton burst through her office doors, poor Ekaterina nearly hanging off his arm in an attempt to prevent him from gaining entry. Anastasia wanted to laugh, but that would have humiliated Mai’s young apprentice, along with encouraging Renton’s least admirable traits.

“Ekaterina, it is fine. Please do not worry.” Anastasia turned her most severe glare on to Renton. “Renton, it is very much not fine. You know perfectly well that you are not to just barge in, regardless of circumstance. At least pretend to be sorry.”

Renton bowed his head and attempted to look chastised. Anastasia noted both the ragged condition of his suit, and the leather-sided suitcase he carried in one hand.

“I’m sorry, Mistress,” Ekaterina gasped, hand on her enviable décolletage. “I told him that you were working and that I needed to announce his presence, but…”

“Yes, yes,” Anastasia said, coming around the desk to comfort her distressed maid. “No need to worry, Ekaterina, I will handle affairs. I hold you blameless, in any case – Renton is incorrigible, and the fault is his alone.”

Ekaterina nodded, made a curtsey, and then left, still sniffling. Renton kept up his regretful act until she closed the door.

“I got it, Ana!” Renton exclaimed proudly, placing the suitcase on the desk. “Just like you said.”

 

“Very good, Renton, at least on that count,” Anastasia said crossly, coming over to stand beside him. “Did you have to terrorize poor Ekaterina along the way? She’s managing the house for the first time on her own, you realize.”

“Got it,” Renton said, with a wolfish grin. “I’ll stop by on the way out; see if I can’t figure out some way to make it up to her.”

Anastasia’s cheeks reddened slightly.

“You will not,” Anastasia said sternly, hands on her hips. “My maids – my whole household staff – are off-limits to you! I should have punished you more severely for getting involved with poor Svetlana, as you clearly haven’t learned your lesson. Does another summer in Murmansk observing Artic shipping really sound that tempting to you?”

“No, Ana. C’mon. It was a joke.”

“No, it was not. Jokes are funny, Renton, or so I have been lead to believe.”

“I said I was sorry, okay? Anyway, I got what you wanted. Wasn’t easy, though. That place was locked down like you wouldn’t believe.”

“I read about your little raid,” Anastasia scolded. “Do you have a particular justification for the body count?”

Renton smiled innocently and shrugged.

“You didn’t say anything about killing.”

“So you took liberties with cartel-affiliated civilians,” Anastasia observed. “Typical. Shall we see it, then?”

Renton opened the case with a flourish. The both stared at the contents.

“That’s a lot of pink packaging and sparkles, Ana.”

“The girls love it,” Anastasia said defensively. “They love that cartoon, and anything to do with it.”

“Yeah, but…why couldn’t I just go to the store?”

“This is all limited edition merchandise!” Anastasia sorted carefully through the various sparkly boxes. “The wig alone sold out on the first day it was offered, and the snowman…”

“Ana, money solves those sort of problems.”

“The dresses,” Anastasia admitted, fingering the cloth of the garments store beneath the merchandise. “They were made for the ice show, the skating tour themed after the movie. The dresses are perfect replicas, made to absolute specifications. Not meant for performance, you understand, but for publicity photographs. Worn once, and then stored away, for eventual auction. The dancers for this particular tour were quite diminutive…”

“They’re way too big for the girls, though?” Renton asked doubtfully. “Right?”

“Of course,” Anastasia said curtly. “I employ the most remarkable tailors, however…”

Anastasia got a strange look on her face as she studied the princess-styled gowns.

“Ana,” Renton said, with an evil glimmer in his eye, “you don’t like the movie too, do you?”

“Of course not,” Anastasia hissed, setting the dress carefully aside. “You can leave this here.

The maids will take care of it.”

“Right, right, sorry.” Renton held up his hands in mock surrender, slowly backing away. “I’ll just leave you be. I’m all beat up, and I need a shower, anyway…”

 

“No, I am afraid I need something else from you, though I hope you won’t mind it too terribly.” Anastasia reluctantly zipped up the suitcase. “Would you like your Christmas present a little early, Renton?”

“What?”

“I asked if you wanted your present now. Do you?”

Renton froze, dumbfounded and off-balance. Anastasia relished the moment, and then exercised mercy.

“Sit down, Renton,” she said, patting the back of the chair she reserved for guests. “Right here.”

“What?”

“Did your poor brain finally break? I told you to sit, servant.”

Renton occupied the chair rapidly and automatically, his mouth hanging open and his eyes full of questions.

“Close your eyes,” Anastasia commanded, her face composed and remote. “Keep them closed.”

Renton looked as if he wanted to speak, but then his better instincts won out, and he shut his eyes.

“Good.” Anastasia walked over behind the high-backed chair, amused by Renton’s involuntary shiver when she drew close. She bent, and brushed the hair from his ear, so she could whisper into it. “You have done well this year, Renton. You have protected me, and proved yourself worthy of my trust.”

She put her hand on the nape of his neck, and as far as Anastasia could tell, Renton stopped breathing.

“You are a good and capable servant, so I will give you the only fitting reward,” she said, patting him on the head in exactly the manner she did with the household dogs. “I will keep you with me. For as long as you live, you will serve me, and I shall keep you close.”

Renton made a small noise and a tremor ran through his body. Anastasia continued to pat his head, with genuine and obvious affection.

“You will always have a place by my side.”

He stiffened, and for a moment, Anastasia thought he might laugh – or even more inconceivably, cry. She gave him one final pat, and then turned quickly away, giving him time to compose himself and preserve a modicum of his dignity.

“As I was saying,” Anastasia said, sitting back down at her desk and inspecting a random sheet of paper, “I do have one more task for you, Renton, if you still think yourself capable…”

***

Katya knocked on her window near the end of the day, as she was finishing the last of her paperwork, the normal sentry looking on nervously from his post near the main chimney as the assassin tapped the glass. Anastasia opened the window, forgiving the guard with a benevolent nod.

 

“Thanks, Pava!” Katya called out, waving at the sentry as she climbed inside. “Say hi to your sister, okay?”

Katya shut the window, and then shook her head.

“Pava is terrible,” she said, making for the locked liquor cabinet Anastasia maintained in the corner. “That’s the third time I’ve surprised him this month. I think we should demote him back to entry duty until he gets his shit together.”

“Tell Renton,” Anastasia said, pursing her lips as Katya rattled the door of the cabinet. “And please ask for the key, rather than forcing the lock.”

Katya grinned and waited for Anastasia to hand over her keyring, then busied herself at the cabinet.

“Well?” Anastasia asked impatiently. “Did you take care of it?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Katya grumbled, pouring twelve-year-old Scotch into a tumbler. “It’s done. All the data you wanted is planted on the Network, waiting for the right folks to dig it up. Not sure why…”

“A present. For Josef. Embarrassing an old enemy. The only thing my father really enjoys.”

“Why I am not surprised?”

Anastasia eyed her street clothes and sneakers critically.

“You stopped to change.”

“And shower,” Katya added, taking a long drink and rubbing her bruised knuckles ruefully. “I think Adel likes me more now, the perverse bastard.”

“Hmm. You didn’t hurt him too terribly, did you?”

“What? Oh, Adel?” Katya finished her drink in a single gulp. “No, not really. He got handsy, so I straightened him out, reminded him what I do for a living. I think he was kinda into it.” Katya made a face and headed back to the liquor cabinet. “My feet are killing me, though, let me tell you…”

“I have bad news, then,” Anastasia said, snatching the glass from Katya’s hands. “I have one more task that I would like you to complete before the holiday begins. I need you to go to London ahead of the family, to ensure security and review procedures…”

“Ana, no! That’s so boring! I hate London!”

Katya mounted a half-hearted attempt to reclaim the glass from Anastasia.

***

Svetlana lay back on the perfectly firm bed in the suite at the Hotel Indigo, enjoying the clean lines of the interior, the Scandinavian-style furnishings, the broad white space of ceiling. She had a half hour, at least, before she was to meet the courier and pass on her selections to another of Anastasia’s servants.

Svetlana knew that her measurements were a near match for one of Anastasia’s distant cousins, because Ana had employed her as a model for tailors and on shopping expeditions in past years. Ana had apparently been pleased with previous results, because Svetlana had been given more autonomy on this trip, encouraged by her instructions and the attentive salespeople

to decide between multiple reserved options, select colors, and request corrections or resizing.

At the foot of the bed, a half dozen bags were assembled, including the better part of a wardrobe of which Svetlana was truly envious.

She lay back against the cool pillow, promising herself that she wouldn’t fall asleep.

Svetlana must have dozed, though, because the next thing she knew, another black envelope was resting on her chest, and two hours had passed. Svetlana sat up in a panic, but all the bags were still there, and the courier had apparently not arrived. In the corner, a room service tray was parked, but Svetlana saw no other obvious changes. She tore open the envelope and then hastily read the letter inside.

She set the letter down on the bed beside her after finishing, and stared off into space for a little while. Then she got up, went to the bathroom, and filled a glass halfway with water. She took a single sip, set it aside, and then returned to reread the letter.

“All mine?” Svetlana nudged the bags as she said the words carefully aloud, as if trying them on. “To keep?”

She read the letter a third time, and then collapsed on the bed, hugging the pillow.

The hotel phone rang, and she hurried to answer. The polite voice on the other end informed her that the room had been reserved for another three days in her name, and arrangements made for room service. Did she want dinner? Perhaps something to drink, or supplies for a bath?

Svetlana thanked him and refused, and then returned to rolling on the bed, overwhelmed with possibility.

A few minutes later, the host at Per Se called, to confirm reservations for much later that evening. Svetlana agreed in a daze, noting that the reservation was made for two.

She spent a half-hour considering the possibilities. She had just decided to call for a bottle of wine when she remembered the room service cart, and went over to check on the contents.

Champaign, wine, cheese, caviar, fruit, and bread, for two.

Svetlana poured a small amount of white wine in a chilled glass, and wondered.

On her second sip, Renton appeared in the room, looking amused and holding an armful of flowers.

***

Margot announced herself properly, and then waited for an invitation before heading back to Anastasia’s office, which seemed to soothe Ekaterina’s rattled nerves. The vampire held an attaché case, and waited politely until Anastasia looked up from her paper work.

“Ah, Margot. I assume you were successful?”

“Yeah,” Margot said, placing the case on Anastasia’s desk with a self-conscious shrug. “Think you wasted your money, honestly. It was a piece of cake.”

Anastasia reached across the table, opened the attaché case, and then carefully removed a wrapped canvas. Margot watched intently as Anastasia unwrapped the painting, and then placed it careful on her desk.

“Watercolor?”

 

“Yes. From Gauguin, allegedly, though the provenance is disputed.”

The two young woman studied the canvas from opposite sides. Under a furiously colored sky, an expanse of green encircled by flowing water, bold colors bordered with blunt line work.

“It’s pretty, I guess,” Margot ventured. “Though I’m not sure that I understand art…”

“I do understand art,” Anastasia said gravely, “and it is pretty. More importantly, however, Huian will love it.”

Margot nodded diplomatically, though Anastasia knew that her brother’s wife had not endeared herself to the vampire, due to poor conduct during her pregnancy, when Margot served as her bodyguard. Anastasia smiled to herself at the vampire’s youthful professionalism, and then handed her envelope.

“Thank you.” Margot tore the envelope open with one of her sharpened nails. Her eyebrows rose as she studied the check inside. “Anastasia, this is…”

“Christmas bonus.” Anastasia returned to her paperwork. “There’s nothing you’d rather have, is there?”

Margot just nodded, and then quietly took her leave.

***

“And there is no way…”

“Miss…”

“Hear me out! There is no way, even for, let’s say, a hundred thousand dollars, that a flight could be arranged…”

The unbelievably statuesque hotel manager smiled at her, and Mai’s heart fluttered agreeably.

“I have not expressed myself clearly,” he explained, with an enchanting accent. “To arrange a flight, at the moment, is quite impossible. There is a problem at the airport, I’m afraid, and all the flights for the next three days are cancelled. I am terribly sorry…”

Mai laughed.

“Don’t be. I suppose that means I’m trapped here, doesn’t it, Mr.…?”

“My name is George, Miss.”

“Call me Mai, George.”

“As you say, Mai,” he said, taking the hand she offered and leading her out of the sun into the cool of the cavernous lobby. “You are trapped here with us, on our small Caribbean island, for the next few days, with no resources other than what this humble five-star resort can provide.”

“I see. This is a most unfamiliar situation for me, George.”

“How is that, Miss?”

“Mai, please. You see, George, I am not used to vacations. Or, for the matter, being outmaneuvered.” Mai smiled to herself. “It is funny how fast children grow up, isn’t it?”

“It is, Mai.”

 

She looked around the white-tiled lobby, detailed in marble and brass, everything done in brilliant white, the color of the sand of the beach that came up to the back porch of the hotel.

The sea outside was a cartoonish blue-green, and the staff wore crisp white uniforms to match the décor. Aside from the cheerful patter of the staff calling out to each other, and the squawking of the birds, there was a strange midday quiet.

“What shall I do with myself, George?”

“That is for you to decide,” he host said, with that stunning grin. “Our resources are very much at your disposal, seeing as you are our only guest.”

“Is that so?” A smile crept across Mai’s comely face. “In that case, perhaps, I think I might like a drink.”

***

Katya apported, and then hit the ground running. She was wearing a full combat kit – armor, sidearm, bandolier, the whole bit – and carrying a gear bag. Her combat boots sunk way down in the soft white sand of Ha Long Bay, and the layers of canvas and Kevlar she wore were immediately stuffy and suffocating, despite the cool weather. She nearly tumbled over into the arms of the waiting Black Sun staff.

“Welcome, Miss Zharovaya,” Mr. Bao said, with a wizened, infectious smile. “A pleasure to have you with us again.”

Mr. Bao wore a loose linen suit, his bald head reflecting the weak winter sun. The staff behind him were uniformly young and Vietnamese, tanned local men hired away from the tourist resorts and lithe women with hospitality degrees from UCLA. Katya knew most of them by name, and remembered the rest from previous vacations.

“Holy shit, Mr. Bao!” Katya cried out in glee, dropping her gear bag and holster into the sand with utter disregard. “Did someone make a mistake? I’m supposed to be in London, pacifying some local nonsense…”

“Oh, no, Miss Zharovaya, we have strict orders,” Mr. Bao explained seriously, helping her out of her harness. “You are to stay with us for the next three days, I’m afraid. I already have staff in place to handle the bar and grilling aspects of your stay, Miss, though I regret December is not ideal weather for swimming…”

Katya unbutton her khakis and then stepped out of them, tossing them into the hands of scandalized maid. She pulled her sweatshirt and top over her head, and then dropped those into the hands of a male servant, who was desperately trying to remain at attention and avert his eyes. A maid hurried over with a towel and a bathing suit, and then set about protecting Katya’s modesty, when she realized that Katya didn’t care.

“Got it. Ana, you clever bitch!”

She emerged from behind the towel in a blue two-piece, fitting a pair of sunglasses over her eyes while a maid worked frantically to apply sunblock to her shoulders. The relative lack of warmth didn’t seem to concern her at all.

 

“Okay, Mr. Bao.” Katya clapped the old man firmly on his frail back, and then headed for the water. “Let’s start by making sure no one has stolen the beach.”

***

Timor made the rendezvous, but it was a narrow thing. Acquisition of his target hadn’t taken long, but eluding pursuit and making a clean escape had been complicated, particular as much of the Black Sun apport staff seemed to be otherwise occupied. After the better part of a day of elaborate machinations, Timor took care of the last loose ends, and then made for London with hours to spare.

His instructions told him to stop at the local Hyatt, where a suite was reserved in his name.

He found a tailor’s bag waiting for him – from Huntsman, on Seville Row – and a beautiful bespoke suit waiting inside. He had just enough time to shower, shave, and get dressed, before rushing across town in a cab to meet his contact.

As instructed, the taxi dropped him off at one end of the Kensington Gardens, along Bayswater Road, and then he hurried across the park on foot, approaching the Serpentine Gallery from the rear. He headed to the small parking area, deserted in the early evening save for waspy lines of a silver-slate Porsche Cayman that waited near the entrance. When he saw who was standing primly nearby, Timor hesitated for a moment, and then hurried over.

“Ana!” Timor called out, adjusting the package beneath his arm. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, I had some time,” she answered obscurely, wrapped in furs and wearing her mother’s rubies. “How did it go?”

“Not a problem,” Timor said, handing her a bulky beige envelope, sealed with packing tape.

“One eleventh century monastic illuminated manuscript, as requested. The heretical one, with all the naughty pictures of sinners in hell that don’t look all that tormented.”

“Good,” Anastasia said, sliding the package into her coat pocket. The ice splintered beneath the tapered heels of her Louboutin’s, and her fingernails were painted the color of aged brass.

“My brother loves this sort of thing. Pavel with be thrilled.”

“I’m sure.” Timor turned in a circle, his breath a cloud of warm air around his head in the chilly London evening. “Where’s Renton, anyway? Is this his car?”

“No,” Anastasia said, holding out a bulky silver key. “It’s yours, actually.”

Timor held stock still, as if he were afraid that if he moved, he might wake up.

“Are you serious?”

“Yes. I hope it is the right one. You know I don’t understand cars,” Anastasia said, with a shake of her head. “Your sister swore this was the one you wanted, though…”

Timor seized her, and then wrapped her in a bear hug so tight, all the air was forced out of her chest, lifting her so that her feet dangled above the frozen ground. She did not object.

“Thank you, Ana!” Timor cried out, remembering himself and setting her carefully back down.

“This is…this is…”

“Yes. It is.” Anastasia smiled, and, just for a moment, looked something approaching her age.

“If you weren’t doing anything, perhaps we could go for a ride? Drive safely, though, please.”

***

“I feel a little guilty.”

“Whatever for?”

“Oh, you know. You’ve been so generous, and I…”

“Don’t be silly.”

“No, I’m serious, Ana. You’ve given me – and Katya – so much. I feel like I should give you something, in return.”

“What? Oh, no,” Anastasia waved one hand lazily, allowing herself a modest smile and a bite of orange cake. “Oh, I don’t need anything. I’m fine just how I am, Timor. I have all that I need.”

She stirred her tea and gazed fondly at her cousin. The English Tea Room at Brown’s was empty, save for them – not surprising, given that tea service had ended an hour and some earlier.

Anastasia had apparently made arrangements, however, because they were greeted cheerfully by expectant staff, and their table was set when they arrived.

“It doesn’t seem fair.”

“Why must anything be fair? It is a mistress’s imperative, to spoil her servants.”

Timor leaned forward, covering her hand with his own, a worried look on his face.

“Are you certain, Ana? I would do anything for you, you know that…”

“Of course, Timor, dear,” Anastasia said contentedly, giving Timor’s hand a brief squeeze.

“And that’s quite enough for me. I am the Mistress of the Black Sun, after all. The entire world is my birthright. It would be rude to ask for more than that.”
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