
  [image: cover]


  [image: Only the Open, by M.C.A. Hogarth]


  

[image: Part One, Sky-Longing]


   

 

 

 

 

 

"Just one trunk, sir?" The dock liaison paused, blushed and amended, "—err, lord. Is it just the one trunk, my lord?"

He was human, of course. Since they'd returned to the galaxy, the Pelted had treated humanity with sheathed claws and milk teeth, as combination parent, companion and god. That reverence insured that most humans remained blissfully ignorant of the multiple cultures of the Alliance... everyone arranged themselves to suit humanity, rather than the reverse. Still, Lisinthir had expected more of the ambassadorial office's dock liaison, but since the number of Eldritch who'd stepped off-world could be counted on one of his hands, he supposed being properly addressed was asking too much.

"One trunk, yes," Lisinthir said. "It's heavy enough, you'll find."

The man tagged the trunk and nodded. "It'll be on board the Chatcaavan shuttle as soon as it docks."

"And that will be...?"

"About half an hour," the liaison said as the uniformed attendant behind him pulled the trunk onto an antigrav dolly. "If you'll follow me? The admiral would like to see you."

"Of course," Lisinthir said, hiding his surprise. Before leaving the Alliance Core he'd been briefed for so many hours even he'd grown impatient—and impatience wasn't a vice rewarded in his kind, living as long as they did—so he wondered what the admiral could possibly add. He fell into measured step behind the guide, taking care not to outpace the shorter man, and observed the spaciousness of the halls as they headed into the heart of the space station. If he recalled correctly, Earth administered these border stations, but the architecture was pure Alliance: understated and terrifying. In space, elegance was a statement of power.

The admiral's office was no less profligate. A smartly groomed Tam-illee foxine in a lieutenant commander's braid guarded the interior door in an antechamber appointed with plants, pictures, and a single window that simulated the starscape outside the station. The window was false. The pictures, on the other hand, still smelled of linseed oil and turpentine.

"Ambassador Nase Galare," the lieutenant commander said. He didn't even stare, though Lisinthir's velvets, long cloak and mane of hair were as far from Fleet's austerity as one could get while retaining any dignity. "Admiral Levy is waiting for you. Please, enter."

Lisinthir nodded to him and passed through the portal, into a gloriously expensive study: wooden chairs and table that gave off the perfume of furniture oil and more of the paintings: star charts this time, but rendered in calligraphy and gold and silver leaf, stunning juxtapositions of the technological future and the hand-crafted past.

The human who rose to greet him had as fine taste in meals as he had in decor, if his girth was any indication. His features were not attractive, but he was so scrupulously clean, groomed and coiffed that it didn't matter how those features were arranged: he transformed them with his attention to detail and the power of his presence. His eyes were an uncompromising blue, daylight-pale rather than Lisinthir's vespertine-dark.

Before Lisinthir could speak, the man leaned across the desk, seized Lisinthir's hand and shook it hard, punching into the Eldritch's mind: friendly interest. Intense curiosity. A veneer of hard concern, edged with spikes of wariness. Shocked and caught off-guard, Lisinthir nevertheless smiled and said, "Well-met, Admiral. May I ask why you wanted to see me?"

The man maintained the grip several seconds longer, then nodded and stepped back. "Excellent. You pass muster."

"Ah," Lisinthir said. "So that was a test."

"You think so?" the man asked.

"And you posed it to me because you believe you have more experience with the Chatcaava and you want to make sure that all the stories about Eldritch being fainting maidens weren't true."

Now he laughed. "Excellent! Excellent! Sit!"

Lisinthir dropped into a chair and canted a brow. "I take it I was correct."

"Every word," he said. "I'm Alon Levy. I've been at this post for twelve years."

"Ah," Lisinthir said. "So you have watched the parade."

Levy snorted. "That's one word for it. Coffee?"

"Surely," Lisinthir said.

Levy walked to the sideboard. The trickle that flowed from the silver pitcher sounded like music; the aroma, deep, nutty and grounding, was ambrosial. He noticed it all, the sounds, the smells, the sights, almost as if he expected he'd never experience them again.

He wouldn't be gone that long. Not by Eldritch standards, anyway.

"Twelve ambassadors I've seen walk onto that shuttle since they decided to set up a permanent presence over there," Levy said over the music of the coffee service. "Twelve came back. One in a casket. Four straight into the care of shrinks. Every time they come back, I send a note to Fleet Central about what my observations of the Chatcaava suggest they'd respect."

"And still they send unsuitable candidates," Lisinthir said, accepting the coffee and with it the flutter of emotion the human passed him through their brief contact.

Levy paused. "I thought you espers didn't touch people?"

"We shouldn't," Lisinthir said. "It's uncomfortable."

"What's it like?" Levy said.

Lisinthir began to wonder if bald questions were the man's style. "Touch that swift is merely distracting, Admiral. Though I'm flattered by your cautious confidence in me."

Levy laughed. "That's a handy power. But according to all the information we've ever gotten on you people, you pass out when you touch people."

"In addition to being dandies?" Lisinthir asked. He smiled over the rim of his cup. "True of most of my people, I'm afraid. I am cut of different cloth." He sipped. "You were saying?"

"Ah, yes." The admiral sat again behind the desk. "I keep trying to tell FC that the Empire doesn't recognize the same... courtesies? Rules? That we do. That they need someone tough and adaptable, and above all, someone unflappable."

"They've been listening," Lisinthir said. "The fault lies elsewhere."

Levy's brows lifted. "Ah! Ah! I see." He sucked from his cup, considering. "Figured. I should have figured. The Pelted are too cultured. They think all problems can be solved by talking. Some problems need a gun."

"It's good to begin with talk," Lisinthir said.

"You won't leave it at that, will you?" Levy said. "Because if you do, you're going to be the next person they send packing in a couple of months... if you're lucky. If you're not, you'll come back in a box."

"An accident," Lisinthir murmured. "Surely there will be no more caskets."

"Don't kid yourself, Ambassador," Levy said. "They killed him because he bored them and to test whether we'd have the nerve to call them to task for it. We didn't. No one's safe, except if he has teeth he's not afraid to use."

"They have a natural advantage in that," Lisinthir said.

"Yes," Levy said. "Look, Ambassador, you have an edge. They know about Eldritch. They know what they think they know about them. But you shook my hand and looked me straight in the eye and you could have been human for all you reacted. Don't hesitate to use that against them. It's not just about our safety. It's about yours."

"I'll keep that in mind," Lisinthir said.

"Tell it to your entourage as well," Levy said. "They'll trip you up just as easily."

"Not likely," Lisinthir said. "Since I brought no entourage."

Levy set his cup down. Then he grinned. "Bet they didn't like that up in Heliocentrus."

"They hated it," Lisinthir said, returning the grin. "Absolutely hated it."

The man nodded. "If you can keep from getting too homesick for a friendly face... "

"I've spent years alone at a time," Lisinthir said. "A passel of dragons won't intimidate me." He finished the coffee and set the cup and saucer on the desk.

"Hopefully not," Levy said and stood. "You'll be reporting up the normal chain, of course. If all goes well, you won't see me again until you rotate home."

"Then I'll see you in two years," Lisinthir said, and held out his hand.

Levy glanced at it and chuckled. "I wouldn't do that to you for no good reason, Ambassador."

"A friendly send-off isn't good reason?" Lisinthir asked.

Levy hesitated, then gripped his hand with a rough and friendly palm. The man felt better about him than he ever had about the ambassadors he'd escorted out of Alliance space before... and well he should. Lisinthir planned to be the most successful Ambassador ad'Chatcaavan Empire the Alliance had ever sent.

That would also make him the first successful Ambassador ad'Chatcaavan Empire the Alliance had ever sent.

"Just remember the mission, Ambassador," Levy said, and through his skin a wave of anger crested.

"It's in the forefront of my mind," Lisinthir said.
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Perched on the window ledge, the Slave Queen rested her head against cold stone and watched the sky with unblinking orange eyes. Staring out of the tower was like whipping the inside of her soul, but she couldn't stop herself when the sunset drew her to the melancholy glories of the throneworld's ceiling. Each day was so much like the next that only the shifting clouds convinced her that they passed, and her grave gaze gathered and recorded each vista.

Today there were purple rips in the sky. Great puffs of smoldering orange clouds obscured the more slender cirrus strands, and then a single contrail scored the darkening vault, descending. She straightened, the long claws on her fingers digging into the grout. A vessel on its way to the palace, leaving behind the stars. It struck her as ridiculous, the wrong direction, the wrong approach. Who would go down, if he could go up?

The Slave Queen turned her narrow face from the view, one hand clenched into a fist. Out of habit, she kept her mutilated wings out of view, swinging them behind her as she stood. Stepping down from the ledge beside the window, the Queen walked deeper into her soft prison. Vast pillows in gold and lavender edged with orange decorated the tower room, the topmost of the harem and her own, private space—such as any Slave Queen could have private space, of course. The other females left her alone here, but the males came and went as the Emperor allowed: lately only Second had been her guest, or on occasion vile Third.

She shivered at the thought of the latter, stopping at the ledge of one of the deep wells in the stone floor; such approximations of nests were presumed to comfort the flighty females of the Chatcaavan race, but the Queen had only ever found them repellant. She sought the high places, the windows where the risk of falling and the pleasures of the sky balanced one another. This room's emphasis on those windows had been the original reason so few of the other harem-members visited... now they had better cause. She had not been responsible for the new Emperor's ascension, but the females blamed her for his violence, his virility and his attention anyway.

The Queen brushed back her dark mane and found it tangled, a distraction from her anxiety at the sight of the contrail. "Khaska!"

"Mistress!" The voice came from downstairs, and a few seconds later a wisp of a Seersa fox female appeared. She was short even by Chatcaavan standards, the black tips of her ears barely reaching the Slave Queen's neck, and her body was a soft creamy white tipped with silver, with black legs and hands and tail-tip. Confectionery, really: it was no wonder she'd been stolen from some Alliance merchant crew. Her orange eyes were several shades darker than the Slave Queen's, and matched the translucent scarf wrapped around her waist. It was her only clothing; the thick fur at her breast and hips barely obviated the need. The silver collar at her throat definitely obviated the need. Slaves did not wear clothing.

The Seersa came to her, kneeled at her feet and kissed them. Her nose-pad was cool and damp against the Slave Queen's softly-scaled instep. "Did you need something, Mistress?"

The Slave Queen sighed. The Seersa's rigid formality struck her as tiresome, but a year hadn't been long enough to cure the girl of it. "Rise, Khaska. We are not among males here."

"Yes, Mistress." The Seersa climbed to her feet, head bowed.

The Queen observed her obedience with little joy and seated herself on a pillow inside one of the bowls in the floor. "Brush my hair, Khaska... please."

The Seersa padded to the small bureau by the stairs and removed from it a silver brush, mirror, and comb. She returned and sat behind the Slave Queen on the ledge of the bowl, knees on either side of the Chatcaavan's ribs. The Queen arched her wings apart and bowed her head as far as the elaborately wrought collar would allow, let out a soft sigh as the brush pulled at her dark mane. "The sky... I think there was a shuttle."

"There have been several lately," the Seersa said. When the Slave Queen twisted her sinuous neck to give her an askance look, the female concluded hastily, "You were... busy, Mistress. I did not wish to disturb you."

Busy pleasing Second, which involved little more than bathing him and oiling him... and Third, which involved far more difficulty. He had perverse desires. The Queen cast her head down. "I see. I wonder why?"

"There is discussion in the harem," the female said hesitantly. Her strokes slowed as she reached the heavy collar, and her silky fingers lit on the Slave Queen's neck as she gathered the mane and carefully drew it away from the metal's edge. "About Grandeine."

Trust the alien to be so easy with names, particularly of her own kind. She'd been so distressed to be called 'Slave,' as all the Emperor's slaves were important enough to be titled, that the Slave Queen had given in and named her, as one would a commoner, a pet or a non-entity. "The Ambassador? I thought he left."

"Yes, Mistress," Khaska said. "But the Alliance must replace him, of course."

The Queen glanced at her, which caused the Seersa to shrug uncomfortably. "It is advisable," Khaska said. "One does not leave the Empire unattended."

Of course not... something the Alliance Ambassador had been unable to understand. He had arrived with his staff anticipating... something, the Slave Queen knew not what. Certainly not the Empire, with its brutality, its quicksilver nature, its impatience with those who did not understand a shapechanger's court. He had turned down all the Emperor's invitations—to the harem, to the vicious entertainments, to planned cruelties and tests—and swiftly discovered, as had all those who'd filled his role before him, that leaving the Chatcaava unattended was a splendid way to become a non-entity. Indeed, the Queen's understanding of the various races and species that comprised the Alliance's membership had been fostered by the revolving chain of ambassadors the Alliance had sent and recalled after they proved ineffective. So far she'd seen three so-tall humans with their properly smooth skin; a fox-eared Tam-illee who had vomited at the first challenge he'd witnessed at supper; four separate Seersa, like Khaska, who had been expert speakers of the language and otherwise completely unable to understand how to fit themselves into the court's vicious politics; a Phoenix, an Asanii and two Aera. At thirty-seven revolutions the Queen was barely into her adulthood, but she'd spent twenty-five of those revolutions at the Imperial palace and she'd seen more ambassadors in that time than she'd had any reason to expect.

The Court had been absent a person in the Alliance Ambassador's role for several months, if the Queen recalled correctly from idle discussions Second and the Emperor had had in her presence. As Khaska started working a smoothing lotion into her mane, the Queen said, "Do you suppose it was a shuttle, then? Bringing someone new?"

"It's too small, I think," Khaska said. "But there is much furor among the harem. Something is in progress."

The Queen dipped her narrow head. "Perhaps I should go find out what they think."

Khaska stepped away from her. Her eyes were so small and the whites in them so large the Queen never could quite tell what the alien was thinking or feeling. Nor did it help that the thin lines of fur that darkened the edge of the female's brow ridges exaggerated that part of her face. Was she unhappy? The Queen could never tell. So she asked anyway, since she had no way of giving the female even the small courtesy of not requesting her presence when unwilling.

"Come with me?"

Khaska nodded, head bowed, much as the Queen expected; the female treated her questions, no matter how gently phrased, as commands. The Seersa offered the mirror, but the Queen waved it away. She did not need to see herself. She could look her finest or droop at her worst, and the females of the harem would still hate her. The Queen pulled a long translucent shawl from one of the cushions and wrapped its soft lace around her shoulders. "Perhaps the Mother will be awake."

"Perhaps," Khaska said, but her ears lifted. The Mother was the only member of the harem currently expecting, and when she'd earned the title she had been molded by it into someone kinder. The Mother usually had a gentle word for Khaska.

Pleased at the change she'd managed to affect in the female, the Slave Queen started down the cold stone stairs. A few moments later, the soft scrape and pad assured her that Khaska was following. The narrow stairwell leading to the topmost tower was unusual; once the two reached the first landing and the rooms blocked off there, the stairwell broadened enough that guards could stand on the landings and easily see up and down them. The two guards posted at the first landing glanced at them both with incurious but assessing looks. The Queen could remember a time when the Chatcaava assigned to this duty were far more lax, little interested in their duties unless they provided an opportunity for a little unauthorized play with the females. That was before the current Emperor realized what incompetent scum the last Emperor had put in charge of guarding his harem. Now no guard would dare think to drag away one of the females for his personal use. The Emperor would rip off his horns... or his wings.

The harem proper was situated mid-tower, high enough off the ground to remind visitors that the Emperor's females were no simple chattel, but low enough to bar its members from the heights that properly belonged only to males. The Slave Queen had never commonly lived on this level; since the day she'd been stolen from her mother's nest, she'd been the Slave Queen, a female of a more rarified, more debased sort. It had been the Emperor's potent choice, taking his predecessor's son's-daughter as his Slave Queen and then single-mindedly extirpating every other member of the former imperial blood; both acts had earned the respect of almost every Chatcaavan courtier the Queen had observed and many more if rumors held true. A strong Emperor was a respected Emperor. A cruel Emperor was an appreciated Emperor.

Nevertheless, the Queen was not expecting the screams that ruled the harem as she pushed back the gauze curtain leading into the warm room. The females were not lounging on pillows, stretching across cushioned lounges or playing their few games, as was usual, but were clustered together as if for protection in the center of the room. Significantly, every trysting alcove remained open to view save one, and from behind that curtain the Slave Queen could hear panting and whimpers, not the sounds of pleasure and desire, but of pain and fear.

"What goes on here?" she asked the group at large. Nearly as one they turned to face her, but only the Mother separated from her sisters and rose on ungainly limbs to join her. The skin over the Mother's rounded belly had grown taut and lost its luster; when the Queen had been here last, the Mother's pregnancy had not seemed to weigh so heavily on her.

"It is Third and his Hand," the Mother whispered. "They-our-betters have Flower."

As the Emperor's possessions, the members of the harem had names, all save any lucky enough to be bearing him strong progeny, and, of course, the Slave Queen herself, as the most exalted and the most degraded of their number. Even slaves were accounted higher than mere harem females.

The Mother's explanation alone did not suffice. "They are not using her kindly," the Queen said, a quiver running through her perforated wings. She gathered the shawl more tightly around her lower body. "Such use requires special dispensation."

The Mother dipped her head. Her two lower arms were folded over the top of her belly, and her upper arms twined together nervously on top of them. "These ones were listening—"

They were not supposed to listen to male business. The Slave Queen stared at her so that she would continue.

"—and they-our-betters have brought the Emperor special satisfaction through the capture of irregular slaves. Slaves he-our-Master hopes to use against the next Alliance Ambassador."

"Against him?" the Slave Queen asked, brow ridges furrowed. "Why?"

One of the Mother's hands tilted in a shrug. "Because he-our-Master tires of the Alliance ambassadors, and wants to play with them. Or so the story is running behind the curtain."

The Slave Queen looked that way speculatively. "What kind of irregular slaves?"

"That these here have not been able to ascertain," the Mother said. "Though they-our-betters will not be done with Flower for long yet."

The Slave Queen glanced sharply at her. Something in her tone... "How long?"

"They-our-betters have leave to kill her."

And they would. Well did the Slave Queen understand Third's perversity. Even among the Chatcaava it was considered crude to find pleasure in the death of another being. In its pain, perhaps. Its suffering, nigh to death. But to actually destroy one's playthings was considered a lack of self-discipline. There had been times when the Slave Queen had seen a light in Third's eyes that she trusted not at all, and even without anyone naming it she'd recognized it, his lust for killing.

"Only Flower?" the Queen asked at last.

The Mother nodded. "Only Flower. He-our-better did not have the choice of that."

The Slave Queen glanced at the knot of fearful females in the center of the room, picked out the faces of one or two of them she knew well by their sensitivity to pain and the beauty of their anguish. Flower did not have the talent to bear agony. Third must have been disappointed, even though the torture of a female to death was a high gift indeed.

"These slaves must have pleased the Emperor very much," the Queen murmured.

"Truly," the Mother said and together they said nothing more while Flower's whines possessed the silence.

For once the females of the harem were too frightened to sneer at the Slave Queen, and she found it ironic that she wished circumstances were different. She found their fear unpleasant enough, but the screams and whimpers were intolerable. She motioned to Khaska to follow and departed the harem for her tower. Her footfalls on the stone were so light her shadow warned the guards of her arrival. She passed them in silence, the shawl gathered around her for comfort, for warmth. She wondered how Third would leave Flower's body, and regretted immediately the mental image the thought produced.

Upstairs, the sun had lost its color and its power, and night streaked the skies with ragged grey clouds on black fields. Khaska lit the smoldering lamps while the Queen settled without comfort on one of the pillows. It had been a revolution since the last slaves the Emperor had obtained, and there had been three: one, a male, had been tortured for information and then summarily disposed of. The second, a female, had been imprisoned in the Imperial Harem, and had died of sorrow. The third was Khaska, a fortunate survivor for the Slave Queen. Of the three only Khaska had known enough Chatcaavan to speak to her, and the Seersa had brought with her the freshness of a world outside the Empire. Her seeming innocence had been the inspiration for the name the Slave Queen had eventually chosen for her: "Khaska" was a Chatcaavan word, after the bell-ringers for the ancient temples to the Living Air, traditionally children dressed in white.

"I wonder how many they took?" the Slave Queen murmured. "And why they're so special?"

"I don't know, Mistress," Khaska said. "It is hard to conceive of what the Emperor would consider special, given the selection of slaves he has acquired in the past."

And that was gently said from one of those slaves, but the words still touched a chill in the Slave Queen's marrow. Special slaves for the Ambassador. Why? Between his slaves and the unfortunate series of Alliance dignitaries, the Emperor had seen quite a gamut of reactions from the Alliance's people already. He had sent some for medical experiments. He had pulled out claws and raped and beat them. He had humiliated and surprised them. Surely the Tam-illee vomiting in public had been amusement enough. What more could he possibly be expecting?

"I wish we could find out more," the Slave Queen said.

"Perhaps we can, Mistress," Khaska said.

"What?" The Queen twisted to look at the Seersa, startled; she hadn't been expecting an answer. "How would we do that?"

"There is a chamber... " The female hesitated, ears flicking backward. "We were kept in it before being presented formally at court and released to the harem. I would be surprised if the new slaves weren't also being kept there, and... " She licked her teeth and lips, "...I know the way."

"I... " The Slave Queen stopped. She couldn't think of a reason they would be allowed to check on the Empire's newest slaves, if they had not already been brought to her for preparation.

She also couldn't think of a reason they'd be stopped.

"How far is it?" the Queen asked.

"It is in this tower," Khaska said. "In its basement, in the cliff. Where it gets cold and damp."

The Queen shivered despite herself. The Chatcaava were not fond of cold or damp, and such a prison sounded heinous to her. Nevertheless, she said, "And you're certain you remember the way."

"It is not hard," Khaska said. "The difficulty would be in whether the guards would allow us."

A life of plush comfort stretched before the Slave Queen's orange eyes: a life provided for her, not hers to command or change. Such emptiness had carved out her heart and left it hollow. "What can they do to me that the Emperor has not already done? That would matter?" She shrugged one shoulder, twisted to look at the female. "Let us go."

The Seersa's eyes rested on her face, set and unblinking. The Queen thought how flimsy the bridge between them that language had provided: she did not understand at all what went on behind those eyes.

Khaska stood, held out her hands to help the Chatcaavan up.
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The shuttle arrived on time, sliding into one of the station's landing bays with a precision that somehow looked casual. As the bay doors locked shut and the area pressurized, Lisinthir closed his eyes and measured a long breath out and another in.

This assignment had not been his idea, but he'd had so few choices at home that he'd been glad of the opportunity when the Queen asked him to fill the position. Wary, but glad. She'd made the dangers involved perfectly clear along with the tantalizing prizes. The Alliance, she said, needed a man who could read minds, one with enough passion to match the fire of shape-changing dragons, ostensibly to be an ambassador, but in truth to stop them from stealing more of the Alliance's citizens for use as slaves and to gather intelligence on whether the Emperor planned war on the Alliance. All the previous ambassadors had not only failed in those aims, but also lost ground in every other form of negotiation, from trade concessions to debt forgiveness to the location of the border. It was a job for an esper, and the Alliance had humbled itself to ask its weaker ally for help. The only other esper species in the Alliance was utterly unsuitable for the task.

Lisinthir had wanted the opportunity more than he'd been comfortable with. In a final bow to his ambivalence, he'd expressed doubts about his suitability, and the Queen had replied: "You are a dancer, a dueler and the last son of the House of the striking drake. You will acquit yourself magnificently."

So he'd left his home of over three hundred years to present himself to the youth and arrogance of the Alliance, to learn the language of their most uneasy neighbor and then on to use his talents, obvious and covert, in their service.

This would be the last time he could rest. From here on he was embattled, and to let his guard down would be to fail... not only the Alliance, but the slaves he hoped to emancipate.

"The bay is ready, Ambassador. They're taking your luggage down now."

Lisinthir lifted his head and stretched. "Very good," he said, and headed toward the doors.

He'd seen the Chatcaava in 3deos and viseos, of course. To see one in the real nevertheless surprised him, though he hid it as he approached the alien standing at the shuttle's side. The male was shorter than Lisinthir expected: a little over five feet tall, perhaps, to Lisinthir's six and a quarter. The stills and moving footage had painted an accurate impression of their lissome grace, but had failed to capture their vigor, the power of their coiled muscles.

The footage had also failed to convey the wonder of those wings: not tough as leather hide, but soft and heavy as suede.

The rude stare, at least, didn't disturb him. He'd seen worse from the nobles at Ontine. Its honest disdain was a pleasure after the veiled scorn of his own kind, even if the side-tilted head and vast, white-less eye struck him as more animal than sapient.

"I am the Ambassador," Lisinthir said to the Chatcaavan at the door to the shuttle, testing his tongue on the language that would dominate his days from now on.

The drake twitched his head toward the shuttle. "Enter."

The shuttle was capacious, obviously meant for ferrying one or two passengers in luxury. There was a long couch in the back, reminiscent of a chaise longue, and two chairs in front with narrow backs that flared at the top. An extreme choice in presentation: he could either lounge in arrogance and declare his lack of concern, or he could sit in rigid stillness and give an impression of complete focus on his task.

He chose the chair and would have found it uncomfortable had he tried to use it as designed. Fortunately, his mother had consigned him to enough hours of sitting on stools to improve his posture to inure him to discomfort on chairs.

Safely seated, Lisinthir watched the Chatcaava secure his trunk and talk amongst themselves, keeping their voices to barely audible hisses. They'd been warned he could understand them, then. The education he'd been given in the culture of the Empire had been so poor he'd wondered how any of the ambassadors had managed in the past. As it was, he didn't have enough information to tell whether having their heads so close together was typical or if it marked an unusual intensity.

A few minutes later, one of the males turned to him. His skin and scales shaded to a dark metal gray along his sides, leaving his ventrals paler in color. "I am the Pilot," he announced in accented Universal. "I would like to know where the rest of your staff and possessions are."

"I have no staff," Lisinthir said. "And my possessions are all in the single trunk already loaded."

"No slaves?" the pilot asked.

"No," Lisinthir said.

"No helpers?" the pilot pressed.

"No," Lisinthir said.

The pilot's thin tail twitched. "You come among us alone."

"I hunt better that way," Lisinthir said with a grin.

The pilot's large eyes widened, exposing a narrow rim of white around the irises.

"Not much room for more people here anyway," Lisinthir said.

"There is cargo room," the pilot said after a protracted hesitation. "We will close for departure in ten minutes."

"Very good," Lisinthir said. "How long is it to the Heart of the Empire?"

"Two days."

"Fine," Lisinthir said and closed his eyes, forcing himself to keep his body loose and relaxed. The Chatcaavan didn't move... Lisinthir imagined him staring and wondered what thoughts ran through that narrow head. Was the alien unnerved? Did he merely think Lisinthir the strangest of the Alliance's offerings? The stupidest?

He had so little time to learn these people's body language, so little to work with. A two-day trip with the wondrous technology of these space-faring species was uncommonly long, but not long enough. "Imagine the cruelest, most callous society, where the strong eat the weak and use everyone else," one of the former ambassadors had said with an earnest stare and trembling hands. "Imagine the most unbelievable society, where aliens are less than persons and women are merely breeders, containers for men's sexual appetites. Imagine never sleeping at night because someone might be waiting to test whether you're stupid enough to rest without guard. That's the Empire. Except worse than that, even worse than that."

Beneath snow-pale lashes, Lisinthir kept watch.
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"This one has come to examine the newest members of the harem," the Slave Queen said. She stated it without haughtiness, without assumption of importance. Facing the guards before the door, the Queen felt fragile though neither of them stood much taller than her and Khaska was shorter than them all. She could see her own shadow, so thin compared to the bulk of the armored guards, and the translucent folds of the shawl that draped from her arms. She kept her eyes on it as it waved in the bone-chilling draft, casting a mesmerizing half-shadow creasing and straightening on the brown stone.

"She's not supposed to be here," one of them said to the other.

"It's the harem tower. She is supposed to have the run of it."

"All the way here?"

"This is part of the tower, isn't it?"

Without having to lift her head she felt their attention turn to her.

"No one left any instructions on whether she was to see them."

"No. Only that they weren't to leave the room."

Another long pause. Then one of them flicked a hand in a shrug. "I can see no harm in it. Let them in, I say."

The jingle of keys prompted the Slave Queen to raise her head in time to see the second guard opening the door, an archaic thing made of metal that groaned as it swung backward.

"Go on," the guard said. "Knock when you're ready to leave."

"This one humbly thanks you-her-better," the Queen said. She stepped inside with Khaska just behind her, heard the door close on them both with an ominous clunk. The Seersa girl had not understated the room's charms; the cold here was even worse than it was in the hall, and the damp veil that hung in the air was dense enough to coat the Queen's scaled skin with mist. The only light in the room entered through the bottom of the door, a wan, pale hue cast across the stone floor. The Slave Queen waited for her eyes to adjust to the dark.

A warm body pressed against her; the smell of soft fur and Seersa musk reached her mouth and nose.

"Khaska?" she whispered.

"Here, Mistress."

A panicked, hushed voice, female and alien, spoke urgent words the Queen could not understand. Khaska replied in kind.

"Khaska!"

"She asked who was here, Mistress. I told her 'friends'."

From the gloom, the Queen's eyes traced a single shape: two people, huddled together, the low light glinting off wet eyes. The Queen squinted, saw that one had long, triangular ears, like Khaska's—the other, similarly shaped but much smaller. They had humanoid faces as well. Supposedly there were Alliance people with closer to normal faces: if not the beaks of true people, then at least pointed ones. The Queen had never seen one, though her experience with the varied and confusing races of the Alliance was small.

The wary silence broke again for Khaska: speaking that language again, softer, thicker. It did not break cleanly as Throne Chatcaavan did, but flowed and clicked and hummed like some unlikely bird. The Queen thought Khaska sounded tentative, but couldn't tell if that was the language or the speech.

Another voice answered. Khaska replied to the second woman. Another question, another answer. Soon the Seersa and the strangers were speaking fluently, quickly.

"Khaska!" the Queen hissed. Her voice stopped the conversation, and all three looked at her. "Khaska, what are you saying?"

"They are frightened, Mistress," Khaska said, and her voice grew heavy with weariness. "They want to know where they are, who I am and how I got here, and what is going to happen to them now."

"And you told them...?"

"That they are most likely to become slaves of the Empire."

The Queen looked at the two females. The one closer to the ground wore defiance like a mantle over her dimly lit features. The taller one looked resigned. She had tracks on her cheeks that led from her eyes. Her voice was higher with a husky timbre.

"She asks who you are."

The Queen met the taller female's eyes, saw the fatigue there mixed with something else. Something harder. She whispered, "Tell her the truth. Tell her I...I am the Slave Queen, the most exalted of all females in the Empire, and the most debased. Tell her they are in the Imperial Palace in the protected Heart of the Empire."

Khaska let loose another strange collection of sounds, and the ears on both women flattened. They began talking—both at once, agitated. The Queen searched for meaning in the sounds and could find none, and as the wall in her mind blocked her off from their speech she saw the light limn an arch off the back of the taller female.

A wing.

A dark, dark wing.

"Living Air!" she whispered.

Khaska stopped talking immediately. "Mistress?"

The Queen reached toward the wing, stopped short of it as both strangers went silent as well.

Khaska cleared her throat. "Yes, Mistress. The Malarai are winged." A pause. "She cannot fly. None of them can. Their bodies are too heavy and their wings are too small."

"Too small! But how—"

"Created thus." Khaska ground her teeth. "Poor designers," she said at last.

"Poor designers... your gods?" the Queen asked.

"No, Mistress," Khaska said. "Many of our races were created many, many revolutions ago by humans. They designed us."

Horrors! No wonder they all looked alike. And yet once she worked past the disgust the idea of being created by the flat-faced humans provoked, she could not help but envy them, just a little, for knowing who had made them and why. There were no gods left for the Chatcaavan people.

The Malarai stared hard at her across a foot of space and a vast gulf of life, of experience.

The Slave Queen drew back and straightened. She flared her own wings, letting them catch what little light there was. Their fringes dangled, displayed for both prisoners, the vanes cut into an intricate lace. Useless... useless... the skies forever barred her for having the ill fortune to be born one of the few, winged, shape-changing females.

The two strangers gasped.

Khaska said something, was spoken to in return. "They ask if this was done to you."

"Yes," the Queen whispered.

Silence. More words.

"Now what do they say?"

"They ask me if you treat me well. What my life is like." Khaska's ears flicked outward. "I... tell them that you are good to me, within the limits of your power. And what it is otherwise like."

More words, then silence. The defiant woman looked away, then began to shake and make soft barking sounds. Alarmed, the Queen stepped toward her. "Khaska? What is wrong with her?"

"She... " Khaska paused, and the poor light seemed to cast her voice into greater relief, so that the Queen could hear what sounded like impatience in it. "She /weeps/. I am sorry, Mistress, there is no word in your language for it. Water leaks from her eyes, and it is an expression of grief or pain or anguish."

The Slave Queen stared at the female, horrified by the vulnerability, the self-absorption of the display. It seemed a terribly dangerous indulgence, this /weeping/. Nor did it seem very pleasant for the weeper.

Beside her fellow prisoner, the Malarai, too, looked down. She said something slowly to Khaska, whose tail lashed once.

"What is it?" the Queen asked.

Khaska and the Malarai exchanged glances... perhaps her quizzical tone communicated the meaning of her words effectively enough that Khaska's translation wasn't needed. As it was, the Malarai's words were slow in coming, but as they did she folded her wings, wings the Queen realized had been spread all along.

There was someone more behind them. She lifted a head so white it gathered all the light in the room into the silk of her hair. A slim white face—strands glistening over it like light itself, delicate features, such a long neck it begged a collar the breadth of a true Chatcaavan's... and eyes, sea-green pale, so wet that what light there was trembled on their surfaces in multiple reflections.

"What a strangely-colored human," the Slave Queen said.

Khaska whimpered aloud, a sound so pathetic that the Queen glanced at her in surprise. The Seersa cleared her throat and said, "That is no human, Mistress. That is an Eldritch."

"Are you sure?" the Slave Queen asked. "She looks exactly human to me. Maybe longer in the limb."

"That is definitely not a human, Mistress," Khaska said.

"I do not know these Eldritch," the Slave Queen said. "Are they another of your human-created selves?"

"No, Mistress," Khaska said. The female—the Eldritch—had ducked back behind the Malarai's wing. "The Eldritch may look human but they are not. They are xenophobes from a single planet in the Alliance's corner. And they are fragile, and... when they touch others, they feel their feelings."

The Slave Queen blinked several times. "As in stories of magicians who read the minds of strangers?"

"Very like, yes, except they cannot control it, Mistress. If you touch them, they feel your feelings. They suffer."

Abruptly she saw this delicate humanoid in the center of a ring of lust and greed-driven dragons, imagined her screaming with Flower's voice as they stroked her and inflicted all their hatred, their contempt and their violence on her. The Slave Queen sucked in a breath.

"Oh, no, Khaska. Tell me this is not widely known."

"I'm afraid it is," Khaska whispered. "This must be the 'special' slave the Emperor requested, Mistress. The Eldritch are widely known for their talents... and for how infrequently they leave their planet. To net one would require great skill on the part of the abductor."

The Malarai said something, and Khaska frowned. The smaller female chimed in a few words.

"Khaska...?"

"They say she doesn't speak Universal."

The Slave Queen canted her head. "Can you speak whatever she speaks?"

"A little." Khaska closed her eyes, then opened them. What came from her mouth then made the previous language sound like metal on metal. It seemed all liquid vowels, so many it made the Slave Queen's jaw ache to bite some of them off into real words.

The Eldritch lifted her head again, exposing the fragile length of her shoulders, white and naked. Her eyes widened. Her words, when she spoke, were noticeably longer, smoother. They seemed to match her alien beauty.

"She says," Khaska said after a moment, "that she is afraid."

The other two prisoners looked askance and Khaska spoke to them. They answered.

"The others want to protect her. They say she's sick from the handling she's had so far."

The Slave Queen closed her eyes. "We should go, Khaska."

"Mistress... "

"Please, Khaska. We've been here too long, and I need to think."

The Seersa bowed her head. "As you wish." As the Queen turned and knocked on the metal door, she heard Khaska addressing the prisoners, first in one language, than the other. The guard opened the door for their exit, and the Queen could feel the gaze of the three soon-to-be slaves on her back. She and Khaska were silent as they ascended from the basement of the tower—what relief to feel familiar stone and air, rather than the cold and clammy darkness hiding beneath the harem! How had she not known the tower had a dungeon? For the cell could be called nothing less.

In the quiet of the tower room, the Queen asked, "Khaska?"

"Yes, Mistress?"

"What did you say as we left?"

"I told them," Khaska paused. "I told them we would try to help them, but we were prisoners too. But that we would try."

"Was that wise?" the Queen asked.

Khaska's gaze settled on her, alien, unfathomable. "Would you leave them there, if you could help them?"

"I don't know," the Queen replied, startled. "They are the Emperor's."

"Am I the Emperor's, Mistress?"

"Yes," the Queen replied. "As am I."

The Seersa padded to the pillow opposite hers and kneeled on it. She set her strange, small hands onto her knees and stared into the Queen's eyes. She said nothing, and slowly the Queen began to shift, discomfited. At last, to break the silence, the Chatcaavan said, "Khaska... it is simply a truth. What the Emperor claims remains his unless he looses it."

"But we were our own people once," Khaska said. "Mistress, the court will destroy that Eldritch. The other two women are none too resilient themselves, but the Eldritch... there will be nothing left of her. Think of her, Mistress. Remember her eyes, her face. Do you really want her trapped here? Do you really want to see her, not die, but go insane?"

"No," the Slave Queen whispered, and surprised herself with the admission.

Khaska nodded slowly. "Then we will try to help, if we can. Won't we, Mistress?"

The Slave Queen did not reply.
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For an entire day, Lisinthir gave the appearance of ignoring the shuttle crew, which suited them: they ignored him in return. He read briefings, napped and ate the food they brought him, bowls of raw food they must have bought at the station. Thankfully most of it was fruit or vegetable, but he refused the raw meat that arrived with supper.

He slept on the long couch, and poorly, which was for the best—the crew had waited for him to sleep before examining him, and with his eyes closed and his breathing slowed to mimic sleep he listened to them discuss his long "weak" limbs and claw-less fingers and strange flat face. "Like a human," the Pilot said at last, "except prettier."

They laughed at that but left him alone.

The following afternoon, the shuttle coasted to a halt in the middle of a featureless stretch of space, as if casting an anchor into the fathomless nothing. Upon leaving the closet the Chatcaava had disguised as a washroom, Lisinthir glanced out the viewports, then sauntered onto the shuttle's bridge. Four heads snapped to face him.

"Any particular reason we've stopped?" Lisinthir asked idly in Chatcaavan. "The view certainly isn't impressive."

They looked at one another, then at him.

"Come, come," Lisinthir said. "You might as well tell me. I'm not leaving until I know."

One of the crew reached out with a finger, as if threatening to poke him. Lisinthir watched the digit approach, fixing his expression of lazy amusement while taking stock of the length and curve of the talon that sprang off the finger-tip. He wondered how the Chatcaava ever manipulated anything with knives on their fingers.

"You do not fear my touch?" the Chatcaavan asked. Was he disappointed? It was hard to tell.

"Should I?" Lisinthir asked. "Back to the matter at hand, ah? Why have we stopped?"

The alien retracted his hand with a jerk. The Pilot said, "We await Third, who will escort you the rest of the way into the Empire."

"Ah, Third," Lisinthir said. "Splendid. I should like to meet him."

The Pilot eyed him. "I am sure your feeling of splendor is reciprocated by Third."

"Incoming," one of the other Chatcaava said.

A new shuttle phased into view: no, more than a shuttle. A luxury transport, perhaps, if something so aggressively shaped could be called a transport.

"Your ride," the Pilot said.

"Ah, at last. Something large enough to have a proper bathroom," Lisinthir said.

The Pilot said nothing.

The transfer process was as painless as it would have been between Alliance vessels. The Chatcaava sent his luggage and then him through their equivalent of a Pad; he stepped out of it and into a round room lined in benches with satin cushions, red, orange, an eye-watering blue. Lisinthir had time to wonder if the Chatcaava saw the same color range as humanoids before the door slid back into a pocket and a vaguely colored male stepped through. He was not quite brown nor gray, but some sickly in-between. He had more horns than the other males had sported, however, and for all the poor lot given him by genetics his scales and mane were glossy and his eyes, red as new blood, glinted with interest as they ran over Lisinthir from crown to toe.

"I am Third," the male said.

"I am the Ambassador," Lisinthir replied. "The Chatcaava have odd taste in receiving rooms."

"This is no receiving room, but the quarters we have had furnished for you," Third replied.

Lisinthir glanced at the pillows, the curtains, felt the give of the floor beneath his boots. The adrenaline rush—was it anger or fear? He was glad he didn't need to examine it closely to use it. "Surely you jest."

"It does not please you?" the male asked, canting his head and fixing his ruby stare on Lisinthir's face.

"This looks like a /bordello/," Lisinthir said. He sought an appropriate word in their tongue. "A place for keeping slaves and other non-entities. Spare me your pretty cushions and padded floor. Get me to a real room, unless you intend to do me insult."

Third half-lidded his eyes. "I thought you would appreciate soft pillows to rest on. All the previous Alliance ambassadors have expressed distaste for our furniture."

"They were fools," Lisinthir said. "Show me to proper quarters."

"Fools?" Third asked. "You show such open contempt for them?"

"I must not be speaking your language clearly," Lisinthir said, cutting off each word with his teeth, "or you must have damaged hearing. I have requested a new room twice. Do not force me to ask you a third time."

Third folded his arms over his chest. Lisinthir waited. Finally Third grinned, a gaping of his beak that showed off all the razor-fine teeth lining his maw. "Very well, then. Do not complain later that I did not offer you the softest room on the ship."

"Soft bores me," Lisinthir said.

The sound Third made almost sounded like a laugh. He turned and led the Eldritch down a tall but cramped hall and into more austere quarters. His trunk arrived shortly thereafter, and once it had Lisinthir sat on it and drew in a long breath. According to his materials, Third was a valued member of the court—the Emperor's left hand, where Second was his right. But if the former ambassadors hadn't flubbed their observations, Third was also responsible for the shadier workings of the Imperial Court, and as such was a male Lisinthir couldn't afford to treat kindly. The Chatcaava did not respect kindness, even as they punished insult. Finding the line between enough arrogance to be taken seriously and not enough to get himself into a fight would be difficult. He'd won over a dozen duels at home, but he didn't care to take his chances with people who could insist on bare hands. Particularly when they had talons to shame an eagle and more teeth than sharks.

Another day, and they'd present him to the Emperor, and the game would truly begin. If he could keep it on this level, he would manage well. He might even enjoy it.

[image: ***]

It was near dawn when hesitant footsteps woke the Slave Queen from her light sleep near the window. She raised her head, blinking the dreams from her lenses, and looked toward the stairwell.

The Mother stood there, leaning on the wall. At the sight of her, the Queen hastened to her feet and joined her.

"Flower's ring," the Mother said, passing her a slim thread of braided silver. "This one brought it earlier but the Slave Queen was not here."

The Queen cradled the piece in her palm, her head dipping. It had become grim custom for the female who was currently the Mother to slip her a piece of jewelry culled from the body of one of the harem members after her death. In the beginning, when the Emperor was new and his reign still unstable, she had acquired a macabre selection of rings, bracelets, armlets, anklets, waist, tail and horn dangles, gifts to the loyal who had been less than careful with those gifts. The deaths had slackened as the seasons passed and the petty kings had bowed their heads to the Emperor's clawed foot. Flower's ring was the first death-marker the Slave Queen had accepted in two revolutions.

"She died during the evening?"

"Not long after the Slave Queen left," the Mother said.

"Alas," the Slave Queen said, turning the ring on her palm. "Thank you, Mother."

"That is not all the news," the Mother said. "This one gives you warning: the presentation is due in a day, and this one will not be able to help you dress."

"A day!" the Slave Queen exclaimed, then softened her voice so as not to awake Khaska. "The new Ambassador then?"

"Third left after the use of Flower to escort him-the-alien to the Heart," the Mother said, "or so rumor speaks."

...and so rumor might misspeak, went the end of that particular adage. The Slave Queen said, "Thank you for the warning. Your help will be missed during the preparation."

The Mother smiled at her and began her slow return to the harem proper.
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Once again, the Chatcaava left him alone save to bring him the occasional meal. His new quarters had neither viewport nor ship's computer access, so he contented himself with his data tablet and ignored the near certainty that he was under surveillance. His first warning that they were approaching their destination was the trembling of the floor and walls. By the time Third arrived an hour later, Lisinthir had showered and changed into his second best court coat, cinnamon red and embroidered in copper and midnight blue accents.

"We have landed," said the Chatcaavan. "You will come with me."

Lisinthir followed him through the corridors and down a ramp, at last to the air that would sustain him for the next two years... into an evening almost plum-purple, strewn with stars and two moons, one low and white and the other high and ruddy. The transport had landed on a pad near the sea, and though the smells were slightly off, still Lisinthir could taste the tang of salt on the breeze that ruffled the folds near his gathered cuffs. The world itself seemed huge—the horizons unusually distant, the sky unusually wide and tall, the stars very far away.

None of it compared to the towers. They rose in splendid isolation from a plateau above the port, so tall they were lost to the haze of the dusk and Lisinthir's uncertain eyesight. Slim and unexpectedly graceful, the pale cylinders had been inset with panels of color that shone like faceted gems, and these panels gave rise to glittering buttresses that supported elongated onion domes.

"The city?" Lisinthir asked.

"Merely the palace," Third said. "The city is a day away... " He eyed Lisinthir contemptuously. "By foot, two days."

"Ah," Lisinthir said.

Third pointed. "The stairs, there. Climb them."

Lisinthir squinted, could barely make out the steps carved into the cliff-face that led up from the port.

"I will meet you at the top," Third said, and before Lisinthir could speak the male spread his wings and let the wind pluck him off the ground.

It was nice of the Chatcaavan to make his disregard so obvious. If this was the limit of Third's subtlety he'd have no trouble out-maneuvering him. Lisinthir headed for the stairs: unkind things, without hand-rails, with only the uncut rock on either side to use for braces. The saltwater wind had left the steps slippery. How any of the other ambassadors had navigated it Lisinthir had no clue, given how many of them had had awkward leg arrangements or too great a fondness for food. No doubt the Chatcaava had circled above them as they struggled, laughing at the pathetic progress made by the flightless.

Years of hunting, fighting and riding had shaped Lisinthir; where most of the Eldritch eschewed physical activities, he had embraced them. When he reached the top of the interminable climb, he grinned at Third and said, "Fine exercise. Where now?"

Third eyed him. Perhaps the pause was disappointment—Lisinthir hoped so.

"Now the palace," Third said. "The Emperor has convened the court for your arrival."

"Lead the way," Lisinthir said.

Third smiled, all teeth. "We landed late. You will not have time to see your rooms before you are presented."

"Then this conversation is wasting time, is it not?" Lisinthir said.

The male stared at him, and this time Lisinthir was certain of the disappointment. Third had hoped to either shove him into the Emperor's regard off-balance and ill-prepared, or had planned to trap him into being late by forcing him to repair to his room to change when the court was already convening.

Such a petty game. If this was the best the Chatcaava had to pit against him, his assignment would be beyond easy.

"Are you waiting for something, Third?" Lisinthir asked.

"You do not need to change?" Third asked.

"You seem consistently hard of hearing," Lisinthir said, "or else you merely require repetition of all requests before you deign to notice them. I am not amused, Third, and I am certain the Emperor will be similarly disposed when he hears who kept me waiting on the tarmac."

The male huffed once, then turned and marched toward the towers. Lisinthir followed. If he'd had his druthers, he would have liked to change into something even more ornate than he was wearing now, but he knew very well that his body was exotic enough without adding decoration. The Chatcaava would probably notice his skin and mane before they cared what he wore.

Curiously, the towers did not insert into a single structure, as Lisinthir would have expected from his own world's custom of castles. Instead, buildings surrounded the towers in a series of delicately tiered arcades, open to the air and landscaped with climbing vines. He'd expected something far more martial in aspect, something to suggest the aggression and violence the briefings had discussed at length. To find the salt tang mediated by the perfume of foreign flowers...

Third did not seem intelligent enough to pose a danger. But a culture that could decorate its savagery with beauty... that, Lisinthir could fear enough to remain wary, and perhaps, effective.
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The Slave Queen drew herself from the bath beneath the watchful eyes of Khaska and two of her harem's lesser members, water gliding off her skin in silver beads. So much company was rare in the topmost room and the Slave Queen hated it. She hated presentations as a package, but the preparations in particular galled. She walked across the stone floor to the dressing area, avoiding the mirrors presented for her approval. She had no need of them to remember her hated appearance.

With her back to those who watched her, the Slave Queen ran the hands of her lower arms over her softly scaled sides, brought them up to cross over a flat chest, devoid both of the breasts of true females and the muscles of flying males. Otherwise, nature had been kind: she had slender, graceful limbs and skin a deep pewter that faded to pearly gray over her stomach and throat. The chased silver of the collar, four inches wide, matched her well, set with amber cabochons to recall her eyes.

And behind her, the rustle forced her to recall the ruin of her wings, cut into a pattern befitting an Emperor. The lace ran across the edges, gouging out great scalloped pieces of the vanes, advancing well up them with long incisions carved after the imperial thorns. The piercing perforated the entirety of both membranes. She remembered well the pain of it, the sizzle of the liquid they'd applied to the fresh edges to toughen them against tears. Once the skin had been supple and light: now the fringes felt lacquered, and only the center of the vanes held any softness at all.

The Slave Queen preferred to adorn herself, forgoing even Khaska's touch... but the decorations required for the infrequent, formal court presentations were so ungainly they required extra hands. She faced her attendants as they pulled a thick robe from the chest beneath the window and held it open for her. An exquisite piece of work tailored for her abnormal body, its sleeves and sides were of heavy gray silk. Silver chains held these sides in place over the paper-thin layer of translucent white fabric; the yoke of the robe dipped below her wings all the way to her tail-base, exposing the length of her spine. As the females arranged her mane on her back, the Slave Queen shivered at the cool breeze that skated down it.

Hardest of all, then, the jewelry. Chased silver rings for all of her fingers and toes. Delicate silver anklets. Bracelets for her wrists, the sets with the chains that connected one arm to the other. Rings with depending amber tears for both horns. And finally, the worst of all: the long chain connecting the holes at the edge of each scallop on her wings, threaded with amber stones and bells that mocked her flightlessness, that laid out for all to see the nature of her mutilated existence: a creature taken from the sky and made into an elaborate, breathing statue. An objet d'art. Useless.

The females stood away from her, waiting for dismissal. The wave the Slave Queen used to do so was freighted with the tinkle of chimes and the clink of gems and beads. She suppressed a sigh of relief as they vanished into the stairwell, then turned.

"Khaska?"

The ears appeared first, then the rest of the foxine female: dressed in her collar, silver earrings lacing the entire edge of her ears, bracelets and anklets, tail bracelets and toe-rings and finger-rings. Nothing else, and her fur granted her some scant modesty. The Emperor did not see Khaska much, or the slave would not have kept even that. He'd observed with great interest and perplexity that the furred members of the Alliance reacted poorly to being shaved and for several months had entertained himself by having patterns shorn into every pelted slave he could find. He did not kill as frequently as his predecessors... but humiliation he understood very well.

"Mistress," the Seersa said, her eyes resting on the Queen's. For the first time, the Queen thought she understood some of the emotions there: sadness, maybe. Regret. Fatigue. Like the expressions on the other prisoners, but more subtle, hidden better.

"We will be wanted below. Best to go before we are sent for."

Khaska nodded, and led the way down the stairs. It seemed a longer journey wearing so much clothing, and the bells that dragged at her wings pained her. They passed the harem proper, where the other females were finishing their preparations for the presentation. None of them looked at their hated figurehead and her bizarre off-world companion, not even the Mother.

At the base of the tower they found the guards awaiting them: angular Chatcaavan males with their fully-functioning wings, livery stark against gray bodies. Their eyes skimmed over them, did not linger on their faces—property, their attitudes read.

The Slave Queen and Khaska followed them. There was little else to do.

Entering the Court's receiving room, the Queen could not help but pause. The columns were hung with decorative ropes hung with bells; lesser females of the harem and some of the prettier servants had been bound and painted as statues and set into shadows cast by the palisades. As she and Khaska ascended the ramp to the second level of the open-air hall, she found evidence of a fresh cleaning. Incense burned from elaborate sconces hidden in corners, draping fragrant clouds among the multiple ramps, stairs and columns. The nest where she and a chosen few members of the harem were usually arranged had been replaced with a few pillows embroidered with crystals, and flowers, gems and silk had been scattered across the ground in lieu of the usual pad.

Khaska's ears flicked sideways, the jewelry crusting their edges flashing in the candle-light. After the guards chained them to the short columnar posts edging their alcove, the Seersa whispered, "Mistress—"

"Yes," the Slave Queen said, low. "This is more than a simple presentation for a new ambassador. The Emperor is minded to play."

They settled in the mound of pillows and silk, and the Queen overlooked the receiving area. The Imperial Court was mostly open to the sky, as befitted a race of fliers. The Emperor's side was an elaborate series of balconies, ramps, and columned palisades. He sat at the highest level—his Queen, slave but still untouchable by those without his permission, rested on a level midway between his exalted state and the ground, where similar palisades afforded some shade from the sun in morning court, and shadows to hide from the moons in evening.

The night had well advanced by the time the courtiers began assembling. The yellowed light of the candles surrounding the Queen's alcove barely touched their heads as they milled in the starlight, avoiding the glow of the crystal lanterns hung from the columns. Resting her head on one of the soft pillows, the Slave Queen watched the courtiers with their whole wings and crafty eyes. The smell of burning wax and incense dizzied her.

The chiming of thousands of bells announced the arrival of the Emperor. The Queen could see him only by the reaction on the floor: the Chatcaava arranging themselves into glittering stillness, wedge-shaped heads rising toward the topmost balcony. She sat up and Khaska settled against her side.

"Tonight," said the Emperor, "We greet the new Alliance Ambassador ad'Chatcaavan Empire. Observe and welcome Lisinthir Nase Galare."

From beneath the center arch strode a tall humanoid dressed in the color of fresh blood. The ruddiness reflected from the linen and wool lent his cheeks an artificial flush, for his white skin produced none. White hair drifted after him, a cloak that fell to his thighs. He stopped in the center of the room, craning his head back on a long neck to stare up, unblinking, at the Emperor, his grace and self-possession a defiance of its own.

A tiny choking noise escaped Khaska and the Slave Queen glanced at her, then back at the Eldritch. She closed her eyes. She knew now why the Third had been so richly rewarded.

"Exalted Emperor. The United Alliance sends salutations and expectations of continued good will." The male had a surprisingly deep voice for such a slender throat, but his accent smoothed the clean edges of the language too much. At least he didn't mince words, like the last Alliance ambassador, who'd had 'hopes' for their future. This Eldritch showed no fear—well for him, given the Chatcaavan reaction to fear. The Slave Queen rustled her wings uneasily.

The tinkle-chink of her chains and jewelry drew the Eldritch's eyes briefly. His gaze glided over Khaska: the hard lenses of his dark eyes betrayed no reaction.

"We see you enjoy our possessions."

The Eldritch tilted his head. "Quite aesthetic."

Khaska twitched beside her.

"We have only just added several new and exquisite pieces to our collection. We are prepared to display them for your... strictly visual... pleasure."

"You are most generous, Exalted Emperor," the Eldritch said. The Slave Queen could hear no sarcasm... no emotion, either. She glanced at Khaska, hoping to gain some insight from her expression, and found as obvious a look of puzzlement as she could have hoped. So this was not how Eldritch were rumored to act. The Queen's brow furrowed in curiosity.

"Bring the new acquisitions," said the Emperor.

From beneath the arch the Ambassador had used came six guards. Behind them, attached by thin chains, walked the first two prisoners, and the Slave Queen studied them in the yellowed lights of the lanterns. The Malarai was dark gray with black hair and cream undersides, her wings gray tipped in black. She wore silver jewelry similar to Khaska's, and carried her head high. Her eyes focused directly before her, refusing to meet anyone's gaze... well for her, given the hunger of the courtiers watching from the sides of the aisle. Winged savages were unusual and highly prized for toys.

Beside her was the other female: Tam-illee in the light, humanoid fox, a red so delicate it seemed translucent on her fur. Dark brown curls matched the tip of her lush tail, and her chains were coppery, matching her jewelry. Unlike the Malarai, she walked as if defeated, shoulders slumped, all beauty sucked from her movements.

The Ambassador studied them. If the Emperor expected some reaction similar to those he'd gained before, the Eldritch did not oblige; after a few minutes, on some unseen signal, the guards pulled the two females apart, leaving the way clear for the thin figure walking before the final guard.

The Slave Queen bowed her head. At very least, the Master of the preparation rooms had shown fine taste. The Eldritch female wore a diaphanous shift of white silk that glittered with silver threads. The silver collar at her throat was similar to the Slave Queen's own, but its inset gems were opals. Fettered at ankle and wrist, she still managed a broken sort of grace with her hair falling free and soft as a shroud around her delicate shoulders.

Not a single Chatcaavan in the court failed to realize the spectacular insult their Emperor had contrived to pay the Alliance. She could read their interest, their amusement in how they leaned toward the tableau, awaiting their newest dignitary's surely entertaining reaction.

Into this echoing silence, the Ambassador rested his eyes on the Emperor's newest slave and said, "A bit short, don't you think, Exalted Emperor?"

"For one of your race," the Emperor replied after a heart-beat's pause. "But quite lovely nevertheless. How do you suppose we should display her, Ambassador?"

"Her kind are fragile," the Eldritch said, and the Queen wondered in amazement just what he meant by 'kind'—females? Slaves? Since he couldn't mean other Eldritch, with such a resounding renunciation of his connection to them. "So I would place her in a setting hard, cold and austere. For... " An artful pause, "the contrast."

"Delightful! You are more of an artist than we anticipated, Ambassador."

"You honor me, Exalted." The Eldritch bowed.

"We admit to surprise. Sufficiently that we will allow you a closer look at our most prized possession."

The guards started up the ramp to her level. Khaska drew away in surprise as they advanced, detaching the Slave Queen from her post. Stunned, she followed them to the ground floor. In all her time as the Slave Queen to the Emperor, he had never allowed her display on the lowest level. Yet within minutes she stood in the center of the room, two chains leading from her collar held by twin guards on either side of her.

The Queen lifted her head and spread her mutilated wings, waiting.

The hiss of fabric and hair against silk accompanied the Eldritch as he took a few steps closer, close enough for her to realize he stood some two heads taller than she. Close enough that she could see now that his eyes were not just dark, but blue also, like a piece of the evening sky pinched off in his gaze.

"Your Slave Queen," the Ambassador said, never lifting his eyes from hers. She couldn't see past them, had never been good at reading alien eyes, but the intensity of his stare surely meant something.

"Chosen from the most... recalcitrant of our peoples."

"Fitting, Exalted Emperor," the Ambassador said.

"Yes, isn't it?"

"She is quite stunning, for one of her... unusual... shape."

"Ah, you understand our ways, then, Ambassador. Do you perceive the true nature of our choice?"

A cool smile flickered at the Eldritch's mouth, one the Slave Queen could not find in his eyes. "Quite well, Exalted Emperor." He stepped back and looked up. "You have taken a perversion of a female, a female with aspirations toward the power of a male, and mutilated her, and in so doing have stated your power over both men and females. Truly poetic."

"Ambassador! How is it that the Alliance has at last seen fit to send me a man of subtlety? I am beyond pleasure! Perhaps at last there will be some progress made in our respective nations' relations."

The Slave Queen's eyes widened. The Eldritch had touched the Emperor's core for him to speak of himself as a person and not an abstraction, a force of nature. And yet she could see why. She had never seen an ambassador conduct himself with more aplomb than this controlled stranger with his unreadable eyes.

"Emperor, I am here to serve." The Eldritch bowed again... low this time, so low his hair hissed over his shoulders and spilled onto the stone floor where it gathered the light into its glittering strands.

"We shall sup together. We have much to discuss."

The Chatcaava on the edge of the court froze, by which the Slave Queen surmised the Emperor had stood. A few seconds later, the chiming of the multiple bells signaled the end of the audience, and the guards tugged her back toward the tower.

It was difficult to look away from the Eldritch. He cast a glance her way, and this time there was something hard in his eyes that had not been there before.
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Lisinthir stood just outside the court's arcades, struggling to compose himself without revealing the effort. The willpower it had required to remain stoic in the face of an Eldritch slave... he'd known the Empire stole slaves from the Alliance. It was one of his primary reasons for being here. But he hadn't known they'd also taken Eldritch slaves.

And, God and Lady, that Eldritch in particular! He would never have known her save for the portraits of her he'd seen on Ontine's walls, the spring before the Queen had sent him away. Except in the portraits, she'd held herself straight and smiled at the painter, and in one and all the paintings it had been a sweet and simple smile, an expression free of the court's machinations, cynicism and worldly wisdom.

The woman—no, the girl, for she was barely over her majority by Eldritch standards despite being older than most of the Chatcaava leering at her tonight—would never wear that smile again. And if he failed to win her free of this place quickly enough, he doubted she'd continue to draw breath.

A guard in black and red livery led him up a long, sculpted ramp past countless statues to a high door into the tallest tower of the collection. Two more statues framed it, and it was while waiting for the guard to unlock the door that Lisinthir suddenly realized one of the statues was looking at him. The paint sprayed across the male's skin had been patterned to mimic marble, and the ropes that bound him ensured he did not move, not even to quiver. But the rolling of the eyes—that, no ties could stop. Repressing his start of surprise, Lisinthir hastened after the guard and into the Emperor's tower... and not into a room, but onto a landing.

The guard started up the stairs and Lisinthir followed. He followed until the arches of his feet trembled with fatigue. Until the joints in his hips complained. And still they climbed.

At last the stairs crested and the guard jerked the end of his beak at the door and the sentries awaiting there. The long climb had dulled his worry over what awaited him, at least, and when the sentries waved him into the sumptuous but intimate room with its single table and twin chairs, Lisinthir merely chose one and sat to await the Emperor's pleasure. The room itself bore little decoration, save an impressive view through the balcony doors, both open to permit a breeze. Two silent males waited in the corners with trays, but they moved so little Lisinthir soon ceased to be aware of them.

Some time later, Lisinthir's question over whether the Emperor was already in the tower was answered by the shape that plummeted toward the balcony and braked at the last moment, snapping open matte black wings with a sound taut and deep as a drum.

During the presentation, it had been very difficult to see the Emperor save as a black shape with glowing yellow eyes on the distant platform. The shock of the Emperor's dramatic arrival paled beside the shock of his presence. He was black from tip to toe with the largest crown of horns Lisinthir had seen; and he'd seen several score males while walking down the long carpet to the front of the Emperor's court perch. Every move the male made was pregnant with menace and power, and his eyes when he turned them on Lisinthir were not merely yellow, but fluorescent, cannily intelligent, wickedly amused.

Here at last was the whip that had cut down all the men and women who'd come before him to serve in this capacity.

"I am surprised," the Emperor said bluntly. He had entered nude and now took down a black satin robe to pull over his arms and beneath his wings. "You did not retch at the sight of my slaves."

"Would it have served any purpose to do so?" Lisinthir asked.

"No," the Emperor said, then hissed a laugh. "Save perhaps to entertain me."

"I grieve that I missed an opportunity to entertain you, Exalted One," Lisinthir said. "Perhaps another time?"

"I'm sure of it," the Emperor said and made a motion with a claw. One of the servants woke from his statuesque repose and brought a decanter, pouring something blood-dark into both their glasses. "I am also surprised by your Alliance."

"How so?" Lisinthir asked.

"They send an Eldritch to speak for them? I was under the impression the Eldritch were allied with the Alliance, not servants."

"Your understanding is correct," Lisinthir said. "But the Alliance thought to try something new."

"Ah. So it would have nothing to do with your people wanting a stake in the relationship?" the Emperor asked.

"No," Lisinthir said.

The male plucked his glass from the table and looked at Lisinthir over its rim. "You speak clearly. I am pleased. I tired of the endless twittering of your predecessors. They had neither fire nor steel in them."

"On behalf of the Alliance, I apologize for having bored the Empire with pansies," Lisinthir said, lifting his own glass. "I will do my best to redress this terrible wrong."

The Emperor paused, then gaped his beak in a grin both terrible and fascinating. "Ha-ah! Very good." He pulled back the chair and dropped onto it, then bent a talon at the second servant. "So, is my Eldritch slave really too short?"

"The females of my species are almost as tall as the males," Lisinthir said, keeping his tone casual. "Your specimen is... substandard. Whoever sold her to you cheated you. You might consider a refund." He sipped of the wine, expecting fruit and drawing fire instead.

"You like it?" the Emperor asked, watching him. "It made one of the Seersa hack up a great wad of mucus."

"It reminds me of brandy," Lisinthir said. "Usually we take such drinks after dining, not before."

"We drink whenever I like here," the Emperor said. "And as for a refund... alas, not possible, since no money was paid for her. Still a substandard Eldritch is better than none at all, given how difficult they are to obtain, yes?"

"Ah, but you have an Eldritch now," Lisinthir said.

"Do I?" the Emperor grinned again.

"And not a substandard one, I might add," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor ducked his head, a motion that let him look at Lisinthir with both eyes and that also sent a tendril of black mane uncoiling down the length of his nose. "Ah, but males are of less use to me than females. No offense meant, Ambassador."

"None taken, Emperor," Lisinthir replied.

The doors into the room were knocked open as a servant dragged in a struggling beast the size of a lapdog that nevertheless managed to look twice its size by churning its hooves.

"Ah, dinner has arrived," the Emperor said, leaning back and turning to survey the chaos. "I understand that you must eat your meat cooked, and truthfully we have a taste for char ourselves. But the honor of killing our dinner I give to you, Ambassador."

He had no knife—he'd come unarmed—and come to that no knife had been set at the table, only something resembling a fork. Lisinthir supposed the Chatcaava used their talons for slicing and pinning things. He approached the servant and the small creature, gauged the length of the animal's neck and waited until the beast had thrown its head in the opposite direction before grabbing it and twisting. The muscles resisted more than he expected but not enough to stop him from breaking the spinal column. The creature weakly kicked him, then grew limp in the servant's arms.

As the staff withdrew to prepare the beast, the Emperor cocked a brow at Lisinthir. "One would almost think you'd killed before."

"We all have to eat, most Exalted," Lisinthir said, settling in his chair again.

"And you killed your own food?"

"Once I came of age, yes," Lisinthir said. "I am quite adept at the hunt."

The Emperor studied him with a hint of a sly smile. "Is that why you came alone? You are used to your independence."

"I am not interested in baggage," Lisinthir said. "I have no time to maintain a staff or haul them out of trouble when they err. Your ambassador brought no staff to the Alliance, Exalted. It seemed a fitting example."

"Some would call you mad for coming here unguarded," the Emperor said.

Lisinthir said, "Some have already called me mad for that. I care very little what they say."

"Very little?"

Lisinthir laughed. "Very well then. Not at all."

"You may not like it here," the Emperor said.

"Too late," Lisinthir said. "I already do." He drank the wine without ever lifting his eyes from the Emperor's.

When the meal arrived it was still hot and oozing blood. Lisinthir ate it with his fingers.

"A pity," the Emperor said after a moment. "Fear is so endearing in aliens."

"Is that why you sent the others away so quickly?" Lisinthir asked.

The Emperor ceased tearing apart his food with those too-long talons. They didn't seem capable of retracting; seeing them smeared with melted fat somehow made them more menacing. Lisinthir looked at them occasionally and continued eating, feeling the stare of the drake on his bent head.

"You are rather forthright for an alien," the Emperor said.

"You have not known many aliens, then," Lisinthir said, hoping to elicit more information. He had no idea how to go about freeing the slaves in the palace complex, much less approaching the Emperor on not capturing Alliance slaves anymore as a policy.

"I have known enough," the Emperor said after a moment and continued eviscerating the breast of their creature. "Tell me. That sign on your chest. What does it mean?"

"Which one?" Lisinthir asked.

"The blue and silver one. I know the Alliance ambassadorial crest well enough."

"It is a sign of allegiance for the Eldritch Monarch."

"Curious," the Emperor said. "My new slave had one."

Lisinthir sliced open a finger along one of the razor edges of the breastbone. He struggled for calm and said, "No surprise. It is customary for those who wish to show their patriotism."

"Ah," the Emperor said. "She is a commoner, then."

"It would seem so," Lisinthir said. "Unless she had some other badge or ring with her."

"No, only the one, on a crest on a ring," the Emperor said. "A trinket, I take it."

"She may be a rich commoner," Lisinthir said. "Such rings are common among them. They attempt to curry favor, even if they are too distant from the throne to ever even see their monarch."

"Ah, not so different then," the Emperor said. "What a pity. I not only have a stunted Eldritch for a slave, but also an obsequious one. She deserved her fate."

The Chatcaavan paused, as if awaiting a response. Lisinthir ignored him and ate, the cut on his finger stinging. The taste of his own blood in his mouth was sour and tangy. When it became evident that the Emperor simply wouldn't continue eating until Lisinthir said something, the Eldritch said, "You don't honestly expect me to agree with you, do you?"

The Emperor laughed. "Oh, I like you, milky thing. You have pride."

"An excess of it," Lisinthir said and pushed his plate away. "I suppose I'm expected to lick my fingers."

"It would help with the blood," the Emperor said. "I am not yet done, but you are excused."

"No after-dinner drink?" Lisinthir asked. "It would be in keeping with my customs."

"But not in ours," the Emperor said, yellow eyes meeting Lisinthir's. "Among us, such drinks must be bestowed... or earned." He turned his head toward the nearest servant and said, "You! Show him to his chambers. Make him comfortable." To Lisinthir, "Tomorrow I will tell my ministers to introduce themselves. Most of your work will be done with them."

"Not with you?" Lisinthir said. "I would miss your exalted company, Emperor."

The Emperor grinned, white fangs, dark lips. "You will come to me for other things."

Before Lisinthir could ask, the servant appeared at his elbow and the Emperor returned to his meal, as clear a dismissal as any Lisinthir had seen in court. He did the elegant and wise thing and retreated, following the servant down the interminable stairs; no doubt the servant hated being forced to walk instead of flying.

No doubt the Emperor knew it.
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Upstairs, the Slave Queen turned to Khaska, hoping the female was equal to the task of divesting her of her hated raiment... only to find the Seersa hadn't followed her all the way into the bathing room, where the chest for her few articles of clothing rested. Perplexed, the Queen slipped back into the main room, only to find the female on the lip of the biggest bowl in the floor, shaking.

The Chatcaavan drew closer, her bells announcing her, and the Seersa lifted her head. Wet, sticky trails matted the fur on her cheeks.

"Khaska?" the Queen asked softly.

The female looked away. "It is nothing, Mistress."

"Are these not the /tears/ you spoke of? The /weeping/? What has crushed your spirit?" the Queen asked, crouching beside her.

"He... he saw our estate, Mistress... he saw, and it troubled him not at all," Khaska said, her voice hoarse. "Perhaps at last the Alliance has sent an ambassador who can prosper at the court." And then she broke down, choking on her own words, and shook with the strangeness that was her misery.

How crude, speech! How deeply did these strange Alliance aliens confuse her! They were against slavery, and yet their newest Ambassador did not flinch at the sight of his own kind naked and enchained. No wonder this sign of obvious, humanoid sorrow on the face of her stoic servant. The Queen reached for Khaska, gathered her into her arms, trying for once to connect with her without first naming her by a Chatcaavan name, pressing her into an artificially familiar mold.

Khaska burrowed into her, shuddering. The Slave Queen had never been so close to someone voluntarily, much less held a person who wept—these wracking convulsions, so tiny, so violent, tinted with the hot smell of salt and wetness and musk. She petted the female's head and back, uncertain of what to do with her limbs but sure that she should do something.

"Mistress," Khaska whispered, and for once her Chatcaavan had the lisp, the cadence and strange fluidity of an accent, "Mistress... why, why, why—"

"I don't know," the Slave Queen whispered back. She gently combed the fur and hair away from the female's face. "Peace, peace. What happens, happens. It cannot be affected."

"I can't believe that, Mistress," Khaska said, but she had regained her voice. She swallowed, wiped her eyes quickly with the butt of her hands, then straightened. "You are still dressed, Mistress. Shall I help you?"

"Yes, please, Khas—" the Slave Queen stopped.

The Seersa lifted her head, her brows lowered over perplexed eyes. "Mistress?"

"I do not know your name," the Queen said, "Not your real one. Names are important to you, aren't they?"

The female's ears flipped backward, the jewelry on them flashing. "Yes, Mistress. It isn't like it is here, where to have a title is to have identity and power."

"I want to stop calling you something you didn't choose," the Queen said. "Will you let me? Will you... will you teach me that wet softness you spoke to the others?"

The Seersa's eyes widened. "If... if that is your wish. Is it?"

"I have no happiness here," the Queen said softly, eyes drifting to the window on the overcast sky. The clouds had thickened, obscuring the moonset. "Perhaps if I learn enough of your tongue, I will see something outside this world. Perhaps I will find some understanding there that eludes me."

The Seersa was silent for several paces of a heart. Then: "Laniis," the girl said. "My name is Laniis."

"Laniiz," the Queen repeated, struggling with the final syllable. Her mouth felt clumsy on the syllables, fumbling their soft length. "Laniiz. Laniis."

Khaska—Laniis—rested a softly furred hand on the Queen's flat chest. "What is your name, Mistress? Did you ever have one?"

"I don't remember," the Queen answered. "Before I became the Slave Queen, I was named my father's daughter, ruler of his world... and then I became this. There has never been a time when I have had a name."

The Seersa's eyes glittered and dropped hot tears in silence. The Queen touched them, tasted them, thought them bitter.

"Do not /weep/ for me, Laniiz. Laniis," the Queen said. "There is something to be said for being the most exalted, the most degraded of all the females in the Empire. I want for nothing."

"Save freedom," Laniis said.

"Some things must be known before they can be missed," the Slave Queen said. "I have never known freedom, so how can I miss it?"

Laniis's ears drooped. After a moment, she said, "Let me help you undress, Mistress."

Standing in front of the window as the female gently pulled the strands of bells and beads from her wings, the Slave Queen reflected that the one thing she wanted most was the single thing the Seersa would never understand, in the same way the Chatcaavan would never understand the alien's yearning for freedom.

Laniis would never fly.

Neither would she.
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Lisinthir's assigned chambers were opulent, but alien. Instead of a drawing room that led into a hidden bedroom and bathing chamber, the first room off the hall featured a monstrous bed, piled with dozens of brocaded comforters, silken, stuffed with something heavy that made them slide with the grace of serpents in water. A table along the side of the room doubled as desk and dressing table. The rooms leading off this front room were a dim study with a balcony and a bathing room with a pool and sanitary closet.

The study, shrouded in the dark and yet open to the stars, gave Lisinthir pause. No doubt it would be a beautiful place to work, but its exposure to the air made it dangerous—anyone could just drop by. Which was, he suddenly understood, the point. The outside of the tower was considered the guest-facing area, not the door along the interior hallway. When he checked, he discovered the bedroom door was lockable, and the style of the door, faced with the same molding and paint as the wall, confirmed his guess.

Strange people. What would it be like to have wings?

Lisinthir began unpacking, and the mindlessness of the work let his mind circle the question of how to free the slaves, and most importantly, Bethsaida. Could he simply ask? Make a demand? Make her part of his bargaining? But the Emperor seemed too pleased with her to give her up for anything trivial, and Lisinthir couldn't sacrifice important Alliance negotiation points to save the heir to his queen's throne. Or could he?

He simply didn't have enough information yet about these people, how they thought, what they thought important... how his requests would strike them. Bethsaida might not last long here, but he needed at least a few days to assess his options.

Lisinthir was trying to find a way to hang his clothes when someone knocked on the bedroom door. Since he'd already re-arranged his perception of the hallway door as being in the "back" of his chambers, Lisinthir paused in puzzlement.

The knock sounded again. This time, he opened the door.

Standing in the hallway was a female Chatcaavan, not winged as the Slave Queen was, but female in the way his debriefings had taught him to expect. She had four arms, one set at shoulder height and one slightly lower. Her skin was a softly scaled bronze-green, decorated with golden ornaments on her two thin horns, her arms and wrists and fingers.

She had breasts. He could easily observe their similarity to the Eldritch-human-Pelted model, since she wore no clothing to cover them. He thought they should look more incongruous on a body that seemed reptilian, and was vexed that they didn't.

"May I help you?" Lisinthir asked.

The female stared at him with fluorescent blue eyes. For a moment he wondered if he'd tripped and spoken in Universal or even his own tongue, but no... he'd used the right language.

"Yes?" he tried.

She offered him a small envelope. Mystified, he took it from her slim fingers and watched as she glided past him and slid onto his bed with the ease of practice. Much practice.

He opened the envelope and found in it a small note. His written Chatcaavan wasn't as fluent as his spoken, so he retrieved his data tablet and sat on the nearby chair, double-checking the words.

They were correct.

 

To the Ambassador:

A trifle to ease your needs. Leave no visible marks, if you would.

 

Lisinthir tucked the card back into the envelope and looked at the female. "Surely the Emperor jests."

Still she didn't speak, but ducked her head and waited.

"Are you mute?" he asked. No response.

Lisinthir tossed the card onto the table. "Get out."

That at last provoked a response, one tinged unexpectedly with panic. "Does this one's body not please you-my-better?"

"Be gone, please," Lisinthir said. "I need no alien whores."

They didn't seem to blush, Chatcaava. But her eyes widened and the pupils contracted to thin slits. It gave her the look of a frightened animal. "Please, Great One. This one is one of the Emperor's favorite gifts. He-my-Master has not slighted you-my-better by sending this one to service you-my-better."

Lisinthir eyed her. "One of his favorite gifts?"

She managed a tremulous bob of her head. "Yes, Great One."

"But not one of his personal favorites."

She started shaking. "No, Master. This one is a gift, not a creature of personal use. This one is of the gift harem."

Lisinthir said, "If it's not good enough for the Empire, how is it good enough for the Alliance? You will leave now."

"Great One—"

"Do all the Emperor's possessions contradict the commands of their betters? Get out!"

She leaped off the bed and ran out the door, shutting it behind her.

"And hopefully that's the last I'll see of the likes of you," Lisinthir said to the door in his own tongue. "The last thing I need is to figure out how to say "No" to a dozen bed-offerings without offending anyone."

He returned to putting away his clothing, leaving a few select things in the trunk, which he locked. He locked the door leading to the study as well. Too tired to bathe, he changed into nightclothes and surveyed the alien bed, now absent its visitor. It looked like a normal bed, if larger than he expected. When he sat on it, it felt like a normal bed, if softer than he expected. Twisting onto his back, he found the ceiling decorated with a mosaic of glittering, polished tiles and gems. One dragon on top of another, if he read the stylization correctly. Both winged, one black, the other nearly so. He wondered if winged females were more typical than the briefing had suggested, then, or if this mosaic was a portrayal in specific of the current Slave Queen and her Emperor.

It was not the most pleasant thing to fall asleep while staring at. His dreams were cold, dry and full of violent dragon-shaped shadows.
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The Slave Queen was just settling in for sleep when the guards arrived, shaking the lamps on their tables with the weight of their booted footfalls. Between them they escorted the dejected slaves. She noted with concern that they were holding the Eldritch female up by her shoulders, for the slave was drooping like a wilted orchid.

Without a word to the Slave Queen, the guards left the newest Alliance folk at her feet. Placing them within the harem proper would have been more usual, but the Queen understood why they'd been taken here instead... the Eldritch was a fragile prize, and the Emperor would not wish to share her with anyone, even the females of the greater harem. That the female had ended up in a place where the muted pettiness of the harem might bypass her porous mind was perhaps an unintended, but fortunate side effect.

Still, there was something alarming in how bonelessly the Eldritch was slumped against the floor, the silk of her gown and the silk of her hair tangled in white folds on the cold stone tiles. The Malarai and the Tam-illee were fluttering around her like agitated moths.

"Khas—Laniis!" the Queen said, hushed, but the Seersa was already at her side, talking in that quick, smooth tongue.

"Ask if the female is sick. What should we do?" the Queen said.

"They say she has been too much handled," Laniis said, and at the Queen's glance said, "Not as you or I would think, Mistress. Handled just by being touched. They say she needs time and space without touch, though they don't know how long it will take her to recover."

"Then she will need pillows and blankets," the Slave Queen said, looking at the skin of the female beneath the translucent shift. "I can't imagine she's comfortable."

"She's cold, Mistress," the Seersa agreed. "Do you see how her skin pebbles so? It is how those without fur react to the cold."

"Then blankets it will be," the Slave Queen said. "Show the others where to find them? It will give them something useful to do, comfort them."

"Yes, Mistress."

With the other two reluctantly ushered away by the swift-tongued Seersa, the Slave Queen crouched beside the Eldritch and studied her face. At last, a creature with eyes approaching a proper size! The Queen did not need coaching to read the fear and pain in the Eldritch's gaze. Somehow even the water she shed through her eyes made sense, framed by all that delicate, paper-thin skin.

The two new slaves announced their arrival with loud, angry chatter. The Slave Queen glanced over her shoulder to find Laniis waving at them.

"What is it?"

"They don't trust you, Mistress. They don't want you so close to her."

With a hand-tilted shrug, the Slave Queen rose and stepped back from the girl. She watched in grave, tired silence as the Malarai and Tam-illee carefully moved the female onto a series of pillows and covered her with blankets, using the cloth of her thin shift to position her as often as possible to avoid touching her body. As they worked, Laniis whispered to her, "You are not offended?"

"Why should I be?" the Slave Queen asked. "They will discover soon enough that I am the least dangerous of the Chatcaava they are soon to meet."
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Lisinthir woke just before dawn and investigated the bathing chamber, expecting something alien and finding instead everything where it should be, and no paucity of hot water to boot. There was no fixed shower head, but a corner of the room's entire ceiling drizzled, giving him the impression of standing outside in a warm rain. Afterwards, he indulged in the standing pool, and there he reclined, watching the sun color the sky outside the long bank of tall, thin windows that could be opened with a single lever. They were each far too narrow for a person to enter through, for which he gave thanks. Chatcaava did not visit one another while washing, apparently.

A door joined the bathing chamber with the study, and Lisinthir used it after dressing to evaluate the suitability of the room for work. He had no more than stepped into it when a Chatcaavan lit on the balcony, on a raised perch intended, no doubt, for visitors to land on.

"Good morning," Lisinthir said.

"Living Air beneath you-the-alien," the visitor said. He moved with greater deliberation than the Emperor, as if placing his limbs required more effort, and he did not move from the perch immediately. "You are up early, Ambassador."

"Am I?" Lisinthir asked. "I hadn't noticed. You are...?"

"I am Second," the male said. He had eyes so bright a blue they approached purple. "May I enter? Your flag flies."

Lisinthir had no idea what that meant, but resolved to find out the moment the male left. "Of course. I don't suppose you brought breakfast."

"Ah, no," Second said. "Your predecessors brought their own chefs."

"How droll," Lisinthir said. "I had hoped to sample the local cuisine."

Second cocked his head—was that a considering gesture, or did it mean what it looked like it meant? That Second thought him passing-mad?

"I will need food," Lisinthir said. "Who shall arrange it?"

"I will have the staff attend to it," Second said after a pause. He stepped onto the balcony fully, folding his wings; they creaked, rather than making the soft, leathery sigh the Emperor's had. Perhaps this male was older, or sickly? Surely not, among a people who seemed so predatory. "The Emperor asked me to introduce myself to you," he continued. "Most of your business will be conducted with me; you will only consult Third on matters of trade, and then only if I refer you."

"Ah," Lisinthir said, draping himself on one of the chairs. "You correctly understand that much of my business has nothing to do with trade agreements."

Second paused. "Thus was my assumption."

"Good," Lisinthir said. "Second, I should like to start our relationship properly. You, I assume, would also like the same. Yes?"

The Chatcaavan said, "Yessss."

"Then please, cease to call me you-the-alien," Lisinthir said. "I appreciate your desire to be precise, and I am, strictly speaking, an alien, but I dislike the connotations the word carries in your tongue. You'll feel no shame in using the pronoun set you would for any Chatcaavan of your rank, I assume? I assure you, I am a prince among my people, well-deserving."

No question this time; Second was staring at him. Lisinthir folded his arms behind his head and let him.

At last, Second said, "You speak our language well, Ambassador."

"It is an interesting one," Lisinthir said, pleased that he'd shocked the male into stripping the pronouns completely of their modifiers. "Though it does not approach the complexity and nuance of my native language, it is far more complicated a thing than the Alliance's Universal. I quite enjoyed my study of it, though I'm sure I still have much to learn."

"Of course, I shall address you-the-male as I would a colleague, if it pleases."

"It will do," Lisinthir said. "Just so we understand our relationship, Second. And I am, by the way, quite hungry. When will breakfast be provided?"

"I will see to it," Second said, voice tight. He backed to the perch, never breaking his gaze. "We will speak again shortly, Ambassador."

"I look forward to it," Lisinthir said.

The male walked back onto the perch, then leaped out of sight. Lisinthir ambled after and squinted up into the brightening sky, watching the silhouette of the older male as it faded into the clouds. He wasn't sure whether he'd won that battle, but he'd at least made it clear he wasn't a cultural-isolate. The word for "alien" in Chatcaavan and all its attendant modifiers and pronouns and hangers-on translated colloquially to "wingless freak." That hadn't been in the briefing, but anyone who actually cared enough about the language to examine it could trace the etymology.

At home, the Eldritch tongue with its byzantine mood-modifiers and complex grammars seemed tailored for the court, and so much insult could be given by changing a single syllable that it trained one to be careful with word choice. He would do no less here. He had no claws or teeth to match these creatures; given his limited armory, he would use every weapon at his disposal.

But now, the flag business. Steadying himself with a hand on the rail, Lisinthir craned his neck and looked above his window—surely enough, a flag pole was affixed to the tower's wall, well above where he could comfortably reach. From it flew an Alliance standard... a tattered one.

So, not only was the signal used for his suite's availability high enough above him that he could not easily change it, but the flag they'd left there had been allowed to shred. They must have put it there, since the previous Ambassador came home with his. That was why they'd sent him with one of his own.

He couldn't leave it flying like that.

Stripping off his coat, Lisinthir pushed furniture onto the balcony until he had a tower high enough to reach the flag-pole. Steadying himself with a hand on the smooth stone, he carefully pulled on the cord until the flag slid into reach. There, with the fabric in his face, he grew very still.

At home, there were no impressive, scientifically-created fabrics that resisted tears. He was well-acquainted with what fabric looked like when ripped from strain or age. And as one of the few Eldritch who dueled, he was also well-acquainted with what fabric looked like when torn with a sharp object.

Someone had shredded the flag.

His hands shook as he unclipped it from the pole. It was not his flag, of course—the Eldritch were allied with the United Alliance, not members—but for now it was his to guard, and the deliberation of the tears, bisecting the crescent moon and slashing the six-pointed stars, pricked his sleeping rage.

He carried the flag tenderly back into the suite, folded it and set it on the bed. Then he turned to his trunk. Four things he took from it. The first, one of the compressed honey-grain bars he'd brought, he ate. The second, the flag he'd brought with him, he set on his lap. And the third he used to polish the fourth. His sword did not need sharpening. He shone it until it gleamed, and seethed.

By the time Second landed again, the sky had deepened into an afternoon richness, the clouds lined with copper. Lisinthir saw the flash of Second's wings and heard their dry leather creak, but didn't leave the bedroom to greet the male. Instead, he finished a few more strokes with the cloth and set it aside. Sword held naked in one hand, flag gathered into the other, Lisinthir walked calmly into the study.

"You have a weapon," Second said.

"You are observant," Lisinthir replied. "I am trying to decide whether to use it on your miserable throat or not."

Second blinked.

"Did you intend to insult me? Or merely to provoke me into a duel? I am curious, but my patience is short. You'll want to answer quickly."

Second said, "I have no idea what you mean, Ambassador!"

"The flag you shredded," Lisinthir said. "Or was it one of your subordinates? Honestly, it doesn't matter. The person in charge always takes the fall where I come from, and it will be here as well."

"Your flag was shredded?"

"Don't be coy," Lisinthir said, clipping the words. "I'm not that stupid."

Second backed up a step, wings mantling. They made painfully dry noises. "I honestly did not know someone had defaced your flag, Ambassador. Such behavior is not tolerated here. The offender will be found and punished."

Was he lying? But he looked unsettled. Was he dissembling to keep Lisinthir from attacking, or was Second battling his own courtiers as well?

"You will take this," Lisinthir said, thrusting the whole flag at Second, "And hang it for me. And you will install lights so that the flag may be properly lit at night."

"Immediately," Second said evenly, taking the flag. "I will find the offender, Ambassador, this I promise, and you will see him brought to heart's blood."

"You had better not be lying."

"You may put away your weapon," the Chatcaavan said, holding the flag carefully with his talon-tipped fingers. "I will hang this for you."

"Do that," Lisinthir said. And while the male stepped away, the Eldritch wondered uneasily about the use of "heart's blood" instead of mere blood. Would the person who ripped the flag be killed outright? What kind of justice system did the Chatcaava have? The briefings had been silent on that issue.

When Second returned, Lisinthir walked out to the balcony and looked up. The new flag was standard issue for embassies, which meant it had gathered into bunches at the base of the inadequate pole. "I will want a new pole along with the lights. And Second, henceforth the flag will not be taken down. Ever. My availability for meetings will be signaled elsewise."

"How so?" Second asked. He definitely sounded wary.

"With a red scarf, tied to the landing rail," Lisinthir said. "You will tell the rest of the staff, I am certain."

"Yes," Second said, curt.

"You have one more matter to arrange," Lisinthir said, and glanced outside at the sunset. "Though by now it's supper I want, not breakfast. Are the Empire's servants always so tardy, or do you mean me personal affront?"

"Not all things are meant as attacks," Second said.

"Don't be ridiculous," Lisinthir said. "I will not allow myself or my nation to be casually insulted. Intentionally or by accident. You will have to watch your words more carefully if you are accustomed to a more timid ambassador."

"Ah," Second said. He remained by the balcony, rigid, head cocked. "You are a male of hard words."

"I do not plead or cajole or hope, Second," Lisinthir said. "I require, demand and occasionally compromise. You will deal with me accordingly."

"Yes," Second said. Then bowed. "My apologies for the neglect in your feeding."

"Apology accepted," Lisinthir said. "Providing the food is delivered."

"Of course," Second said. "I will see to having regular food brought to you now. But a servant will come for you shortly. The Emperor has asked to see you for supper."

"Good," Lisinthir said. "He, at least, will supply me with food."

Second's tail twitched. "Again, my apologies."

"Enough," Lisinthir said. "Apologies are meaningless. Actions can make lies of them... or truths. Go, Second, for I must dress for supper."

Second inclined his head and backed to the perch. Lisinthir sighed.
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With Khaska-Laniis curled up in a basket and the other aliens in a separate corner of the main room, the Slave Queen felt comfortable escaping to the bathing chamber. Presentations disordered her mind; a long soak in the raised tub, the one nearly surrounded in thin windows, usually brought her back to center. The pools in the bathing chamber were set on tiers, with the topmost being the hottest; its waters ran into the middle, and then down to the largest and most tepid, the one for washing. Khaska found the bottom the only one bearable, the others being too hot for her.

Clean already, the Queen skipped the lowest of the pools and walked into the topmost one. She stood in its center, letting the waters warm her skin. Strange how in the beginning she'd missed the company of others; Khaska had been a boon. Now, with her chambers filled with three more people, she felt crowded... surrounded. Was it because they were aliens? Or because she was no longer accustomed to sharing her space with others? Or perhaps her long use by the Emperor had made her wary of people of any kind. Who could tell? Did it matter? The slaves would die soon enough, roughly consumed or wasting from grief. The drooping girl would be the first to go, then the one with wings; the Eldritch would last the longest, since the Emperor would want to keep her alive. The only slaves that survived the Empire were like Khaska: stable, solid and dispassionate. The very sensitive were consumed; the very passionate were quenched. Only the creatures in the perilous middle remained.

Would there be rings for the Malarai, Tam-illee and Eldritch? Should she keep alien mementos? Did their being trapped in the harem make them more akin than she was to the males of the Chatcaava?

The Slave Queen sighed and turned toward one of the benches in the pool... spotting, as she did, a flash of white.

The Eldritch was standing in the door to the bathing chambers. She clutched a blanket around her body and shook as if fevered. Her hair fell in untidy locks around her face, and her thin shoulders were slumped. Even from this distance, the Slave Queen could see her huge sea-colored eyes... and could smell the film of their salt-water tears.

Nevertheless, the female took a hesitant step toward the lower pools. The Slave Queen watched in silence. Warning her of the heat wouldn't work—she could not bridge the space between their minds without Khaska's facile tongue. Nor did she think the female would be comforted by her attention. She wasn't even certain the female had spotted her.

So she watched the Eldritch test the water with a toe, and then drop the blanket and creep into the pool. She watched the girl curl her arms on the ledge of the pool and weep, body shaking. She watched the Eldritch sluice off her body with trembling hands, watched until the female stumbled back out of the chamber, almost falling.

And that was the Eldritch after hours of being left alone, untouched.

The Slave Queen edited her assessment. No amount of pampering would keep the Eldritch alive. She would be the first to die.
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Lisinthir bathed and changed for supper into formal garb, which made dressing a pain. All of the Eldritch he knew were dressed by their servants despite the cultural and biological strictures against casual touch. Body-servants were highly trained and well-paid; if one was not born noble, it was the single best profession to enter, if one had the money for training.

But he'd brought no servants, which meant he had to button every fussy button, tie every boot lace, fasten every hook and eye himself. He brushed his own coat, double-checked the embroidery—he'd brought a sewing kit he hoped he wouldn't have to use—and braided gemstones into his own hair.

He'd hated this at home. He hated it now. But he couldn't imagine wearing the lovely but more utilitarian Alliance accoutrements. He might not like his own people, but he felt more comfortable with their customs. Stupid customs though they might be.

Halfway through his toilette, Lisinthir's data tablet chirped. He gave up on the fifty buttons on the front of his blouse to attend to it and found a single message.

 

/Hast thou settled?/

 

The message was encrypted, of course, but the Alliance had wanted one more level of obfuscation. Lisinthir had no idea who they'd chosen to write in Eldritch, but the person's grammars and command of the mood-modifiers was exquisite. The treaty between his world and the Alliance specified only five people may know the Eldritch language: one master trainer and one interpreter, both Seersa, and the remaining three military personnel. Accidental knowledge gained elsewhere was never to be transmitted. Lisinthir couldn't imagine anyone but the master trainer having such facility.

He responded: /Some house-cleaning was necessary./ And couched the words in the black mode for anger.

/Significant house-cleaning, far-cousin?/

Lisinthir paused over the tablet, then tapped in, /I am uncertain how much. The last visitor here lacked eggs./ Colored rudely red to make it clear what kind of eggs he meant.

The reply came back swiftly, despite the satellite repeater lag. /Be careful how far thou wouldst push. There is violence in that court./

So much in so few words, with violence shaded for literal meaning and the court bad-mouthed with shadowed mood. Plus seluthiae, "far-cousin," was an unusual affectation for a stranger to know. Lisinthir wondered if his translator was in fact an Eldritch. If he or she was...

/Always. There is a matter of different import, however. It concerns the jewel of the first crown./

A very long pause. Then: /You use an interesting metaphor, far-cousin. Do you know of what you speak?/

/My question is whether you know./

/This would be a private matter between us, then./

Lisinthir stretched his fingers. The metaphor wasn't the only key, of course—spoken in silver and gold mode, it was a poetic way of referring to the heir to the kingdom. /If indeed we are far-cousins and not merely fellow speakers... yes, a private matter./

/The jewel of the crown has been removed from its setting, and no one knows where it has gone. Do you mean to imply something?/

/I have found the thieves,/ Lisinthir wrote.

/I beg to misunderstand you, far-cousin. Tell me you have not found the jewel secreted in the hoard of a drake./

/I wish I could say otherwise and still speak truth/, Lisinthir typed. /It works in our small favor that they do not appear to understand the value of what they have taken. I will do my best to win free the item of interest, but I do not have high hopes. It shows damage./

A very long pause. Then, /I will pass your words to she whose brow bears the circlet. This mystery bears investigation, far-cousin... such treasure should not be wandering to places where thieves might take it./

/That consideration had crossed my mind/, Lisinthir wrote. /In less private matters, I have the list of issues I was sent to discuss firstly by those who sent me. I shall report in a few days./

/I will watch for your message. Step lightly, far-cousin./

/Always./

Ordinarily Lisinthir would have been irritated by a stranger calling him friendly names, and "far-cousin" with its implication of blood relation was certainly more intimate than the more typical "sibling," a term used by Eldritch for others of the same generation, not necessarily related. But in forgoing a staff, Lisinthir had left himself completely without friend or ally in this new world; to have his one contact with the Alliance prove to be a fellow Eldritch made him feel less alone. He wondered if the effect had been planned and didn't mind if it had. He finished dressing in time for the arrival of the servant to guide him on the long walk back to the Emperor's tower.

This time, entering the Emperor's room, he found both Second and the Emperor inside, conferring quietly. They stopped the moment he entered, transferring their luminescent, unblinking gazes to his face.

Lisinthir bowed. "Most Exalted, Second."

"Ambassador," the Emperor said. "You've been busy."

"There has been much to attend to," Lisinthir said.

The Chatcaavan pointed to a seat. "Sit. Second will kill for us tonight. We must talk."

"Of course," Lisinthir said, and sat. He waited until the servant appeared with the struggling animal which Second dispatched with a quick sweep of his talons, a reminder that no matter how brittle his wings made him sound he was still dangerous—they all were. Lisinthir was alone, fangless and clawless, among predators of a kind more savage than anything his world had ever produced.

"So," the Emperor said as they waited for supper to arrive. "You found my gift... insufficient."

So much had happened since he'd woken that for a few moments he was uncertain what the male was referring to. Then, "Ah, yes." He stretched back, resting his hands on his ribcage. "It was thoughtful of you, of course, Exalted. But I am not even sure I could use such a gift properly."

"Oh, you can," the Emperor said. "You have the proper parts, and we have the proper parts."

"We are mammals," Second said. "There are differences, but not significant ones."

"Interesting," Lisinthir said.

"So I can send you a new gift and you can use it without misgivings," the Emperor said.

Lisinthir shook his head. "I want no charity. And I certainly don't want your cast-offs." He smiled. "No offense intended, Exalted."

Second stared at him, but the Emperor only laughed. "You are arrogant, pale thing."

"I am a nation, Great One," Lisinthir said. "Do not let this body deceive you."

"I don't," the Emperor said, and something about the tone of his voice made Lisinthir wonder just what he meant. Nor was he the only one, for Second glanced toward the other male, just a flick of his eyes.

Supper arrived, still steaming. Over the rare meat, the Emperor said, "This will be our last dinner thus, Ambassador. Tomorrow you will be expected to join us on the Field where the court takes its nightly dinner."

"I look forward to it," Lisinthir said. "Outside, I presume? From the name."

"Yes," the Emperor said. "A few other matters Second has brought to my attention. You have brought a weapon."

"Yes," Lisinthir said, tensing.

"Why?"

Having expected the Emperor to demand the right to confiscate it, Lisinthir found the question curious. "Because I never travel without one."

"You are the first Alliance ambassador to arrive with a weapon," the Emperor said. "Why did they not bring any?"

Lisinthir shrugged one shoulder. "I can't know the minds of others, Exalted One. But I would think it rank stupidity to come to a court without a dueling weapon."

"Ah! You use it for duels!" the Emperor laughed. "I wondered how you conducted such acts. We posited the use of your hands and teeth but it seemed ridiculous. You would be beating on one another for hours with such pathetic instruments."

"Duels among the Alliance folk are rare, I am given to understand," Lisinthir said. "Among my folk they are conducted with weapons... because beating on one another with fists is inelegant and, as you hypothesized, time-consuming."

"How sad to need tools to fight," Second said.

"There is an art to wielding a weapon," Lisinthir said, and speaking of it brought back the hours he'd spent on the practice field and the more exhilarating minutes spent in the palace courtyard, facing a foe. He flexed his hand, relishing the stretch of his tendons. "It is an alien thing, not born to your body, which can destroy you as readily as it does another. Use it poorly and you are devastated. But learn it, marry yourself to it... and together your dance will unman your opponents and send them away in disgrace, trailing wet ribbons." He refocused on his supper companions. "I have no idea how it is for you, of course. But so it is for us."

"Disgrace," Second said. "Do you not kill your opponents?"

Lisinthir resumed eating to hide his disquiet at the question. "No. We are not so numerous that we can kill even the most stupid of our members."

"So you have never killed," Second said; the second time he'd been asked the question here. It concerned him.

"Animals in plenty," Lisinthir said. "But not a man, no."

"Strange place you come from," Second said. "How can you tell which among you is most worthy if you do not fight to kill?"

"I find the question a strange one," Lisinthir said. "How is killing any more a measure of a man than merely defeating an opponent? The same skill is required."

"It is not about skill," Second said.

"What is it about?" Lisinthir asked.

"Strength," the Emperor said, and something about the word warned Lisinthir that the translators had not caught every facet of the word.

"I'll remember that," Lisinthir said.

"You should," the Emperor said. He licked his talon tips. "I think I should like an after-dinner dessert. You found my gift insufficient, Ambassador... so I will show you my personal harem. You will not find them wanting."

"I imagine not," Lisinthir said, and stood to follow.

"You should fly," the Emperor said to Second. "I will lead the Ambassador."

Second parted his jaws, then closed them and inclined his head. "Yes, Emperor."

Lisinthir waited as the Emperor watched Second leap from the balcony, wondering at the alien body language, wondering if his guesses about the meaning of the exchange were wildly off. Did the Emperor respect Second as his demeanor would have suggested in an Eldritch? Or was it another dismissal? Surely if so the Emperor would have chosen to fly and left the tedious walk to his subordinate.

"Come," the Emperor said. "It is a significant walk by foot. I will pity you when you make it."

Lisinthir chuckled. "The exercise will keep me fit."

"And you are a fit person," the Emperor said, not using the word for male. He preceded Lisinthir down the stairs, and while the fold of his wings seemed casual Lisinthir could tell he was holding them carefully so they did not brush the walls.

"I am that," Lisinthir said.

"And yet you do not have a male's needs?" the Emperor said. "I will not have you telling your superiors that you have been slighted in any way."

"I'm less worried about physical satiation than I am about the dishonor done my flag," Lisinthir said.

"Yes," the Emperor said without pausing. "I heard about that."

"I am greatly displeased," Lisinthir said.

A wave of a hand. "You should not be surprised, Ambassador. Respect for your Alliance is a little much to expect. Your ambassadors have been pathetic creatures, unworthy of their titles."

"Still—"

"No," the Emperor said, stopping so abruptly Lisinthir almost bumped into him. The Chatcaavan looked over his shoulder, eyes glowing in the twilit stairwell. "You cannot demand unearned respect. You state that you are the nation? Very well. Then they were also the nation. And they were barely worthy of enslavement, much less treatment as persons. They were meat. This does not speak well of the Alliance."

"I am not meat," Lisinthir said. "And I don't care if the ambassadors before me soiled their beds in fear of you. If the flag is defaced again I will have satisfaction."

The Emperor studied him with an unreadable, alien expression, then turned and resumed his trek down the stairs. Lisinthir followed and silently gave thanks that the pause hadn't brought him into unexpected contact with the male. At some point he would have to touch these people to use the powers that made him unique among the ambassadors sent to the Empire... but he wanted to choose the time, to have prepared for it. Fortunately, the Chatcaava didn't seem a very touchy folk. Like the Eldritch, they remained a polite distance from one another, and Lisinthir had yet to see a casual touch. It looked like he'd be able to pick his time.

The walk was as long as the Emperor had promised: all the way down the stairs of his tower, the interminable stairs, onto an arcade over a broad, open room, through a few more halls and then back up another interminable set of stairs. Halfway up them, the Emperor paused on a landing and gestured to an open arch. "The gift harem resides here, near the bottom."

Lisinthir wondered at the door style. Perhaps the harems were intended to be accessed only from the interior—private spaces only. He resumed climbing in the Emperor's wake, measuring each breath, and when the Emperor stopped again his hips ached but he still had his wind.

"My harem proper," the Emperor said, and entered.

The room was beautiful: a broad central space abutting a broad center column, with wings separated by tall arches. The stone was a warm cream color, and a thick ribbon of mosaic in carmine, cobalt and white lined the arches and the thin, pointed windows. Huge pillows, red, blue and gold, littered the floors in a way that seemed casual but also uncluttered. Benches cut into the walls and deep round trenches in the floor gave a selection of places to sit... and everywhere Lisinthir looked, a female Chatcaavan was draped across them. Decorated in glinting jewelry and streamers of perfumed incense smoke, they lounged in resplendent nudity, available without crudely advertising it. And every single one of them, he noted, had turned toward their Emperor when he entered.

They came in more colors than he thought. Every shade of gold from sable brown to a delicate bisque, silvers ranging from carbon-black to the color of a new sleigh bell. He spotted one white female and one black, along with several in the bronzish shade of the female that had been sent to him. Some had stripes separating their dorsals from their ventrals. Some had freckles. They were all lovely, for dragons.

"Do these meet with your approval?" the Emperor asked.

"They are lovely," Lisinthir said. "Truly."

"But?" the Emperor asked, catching the subtlety Lisinthir had been trying to mask.

Lisinthir looked again at the amassed pulchritude in the room. "The arms," he said. "They're all four-armed."

"Of course," the Emperor said. "They're proper females."

Lisinthir said, "I am more accustomed to two, you understand. And your wings are one of your most attractive features, as a species."

"Ah," the Emperor said, staring down his nose at him. "You are a pervert. Females are not supposed to have wings."

"But they do," Lisinthir said. "Surely such women are also deserving."

"Of use?" the Emperor shrugged. "One supposes."

Lisinthir surveyed the room. "They are lovely."

"But," the Emperor said and surprised Lisinthir with a grin. "Come."

Once again, Lisinthir followed, finding a surprised Second in the hallway and slipping past him. Up more stairs. He had not seen the Alliance people in the room. Would the Emperor take him to them now?
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Sometime during the night, the new slaves had moved themselves to a protected corner in the bathing chamber, thinking to sneak there and making so much noise with their clumsiness and their hissing whispers that they woke both the Slave Queen and Khaska. Afterwards, the Queen had trouble falling asleep again, and did not manage to drop away until close to dawn. Thus, she slept until late afternoon, skirting the anxious newcomers to make her ablutions. Her life seemed again routine, despite the additions, and so she resumed her perch on a window, where the wind pulled her mane over her shoulders and dragged it beyond the tower's confines. She imagined following it into the purple sunset's clouds.

"Someone comes," Khaska—Laniis said from her basket near the wall.

"A guard?" the Queen asked, twisting to look over her shoulder.

"Too light a tread," the female said.

"Then who... "

The new Ambassador's head crested the stairwell, followed by the rest of his long body. The Seersa backed away, and the Queen slipped off the window to face him, waiting for the guards: none followed him. Instead, the Emperor himself joined the Ambassador on the top level, and the Queen's breath escaped in a strangled gasp. It had been months since the Emperor's last appearance in the tower. He had beaten Khaska—Laniis—severely, and used them both in absent violence before departing, sated. They'd been lucky, for he'd seemed distracted, but even distracted he'd left scars.

There was no hope of this Emperor dying soon. He was young for his position, as vital as he was cruel. Nearly as tall as the Eldritch and as black as the Eldritch was white, his horns were a crown of ebony spikes that descended into his vast dark mane. His eyes alone relieved the black: fluorescent yellow, unnervingly clear and hungry. In a dressing robe of black silk, he presented a casual elegance to the Eldritch's sartorial finery. As they stood, observing the Queen, Second joined them on the landing. Beside the other two, he seemed faded; his age did not become him, and though he'd remained powerful enough to keep most of his horns, he still paled beside the Emperor's magnificence.

"And here you find the Queen. I imagine you find her more aesthetic?"

"She is lovely," Lisinthir said.

"At last!" the Emperor said with a laugh that flashed his teeth. "A female that meets your high standards. Would you care for her use now?"

The Eldritch hesitated, then said, "Perhaps not. Supper was rich, and I am languid with it."

"The beast was well-marbled," the Emperor conceded. He entered the antechamber with the calm confidence of one who owned it, then dropped onto a pillow and stretched.

"Attend me," the Emperor said, and instantly the Slave Queen clove to his side and kneeled. Her heart pounded with uncertainty... and for the first time with something like shame. Would he ask for food? Massage? Her back beneath his out-stretched legs? Or would he require something more sexual? The Queen had eased him in front of Second and even Third before, but somehow the eyes of the Alliance stranger made her feel the weight of her chains. She did not want to expose herself to him.

"What would you-my-master, Exalted Emperor?" the Slave Queen asked softly.

He looked at her from beneath heavily-lidded eyes—dinner had been rich, then—and considered for so long she began to shiver. A grin spread the flexible edges of his mouth, showing a rim of white teeth. "Beneath my feet, pet."

Relieved, the Slave Queen rolled forward onto her hands and knees and faced him so he could rest his heels between her shoulder-blades. She spread her wings on either side of her back, keeping them out of his way.

"Have a seat, Ambassador," the Emperor said. "We shall digest here for a while."

"I can think of fewer more pleasant places to do so," the Ambassador said, stepping off the landing. Second followed him, sat close to the Emperor, almost close enough to foul the Slave Queen's wings. She noted his nervousness with interest. Did he fear this fragile humanoid with his mask-like face? Second had found the former Alliance dignitaries beneath his notice. She was by no means privy to Second's thoughts, despite her occasional attendance on his needs; he would no more share them with her than he would a piece of furniture. But she had watched him long enough to predict his behavior, and this was atypical.

He was almost guarding the Emperor.

"This appears to be a more rarified level than the one you just showed me," the Ambassador said.

"The females below are interchangeable," the Emperor said. "I keep my treasures here."

Treasures...!

"It is a fitting setting for the jewels of your harem," the Ambassador said. "I am most taken by the windows. They are a... poetic... allusion to the freedom barred to your possessions, given the height of the tower."

The Emperor's toes flexed, and the Queen shifted beneath him to move with his heels. She could not arrange her head to see either Ambassador or Emperor, but she could watch the Second's face and he was not happy.

"Again you surprise me, Ambassador. You show an understanding of my people that eluded your predecessors. Are you simply a more exemplary creature or should I be worried about spies?"

His voice had the hiss of a tease, but the Queen knew better. It was a real question.

"What need have we of spies, Emperor, when you provide us with what we need?"

"You will explain that, I presume?" The teasing had vanished. Cold curiosity replaced it, and a hint of darkness.

"You take slaves," the Ambassador said. "When they escape, they bring us what we need to know."

"Providing they understand the language," Second said, and something in his voice made the Slave Queen wonder what had happened.

"They stay. They learn. They learn quickly," the Ambassador said, and flashed his blunt teeth in a grin. "It is the cheapest espionage imaginable."

There was a silence. The Queen felt the Emperor's feet on her back shift as he flexed his toes. "An interesting theory, Ambassador. Speaking of which... " A clawed foot withdrew from the Slave Queen's back, giving her just that much warning before it slipped beneath her neck and pushed her head up. "Where is my latest prize?"

"This one is not sure, Master," the Slave Queen said, shaking. "Permit her to ask."

"Ask."

"La—Khaska," the Slave Queen said. "Bring the new slaves out for the Emperor to enjoy."

She could see the Seersa girl past Second's knee, could read at last the panic indicated by trembling ears and widened eyes. But there was none of that fear in the voice that replied so calmly, "Yes, Mistress."

The males waited with interest for Khaska's return, followed by the two furred slaves. The Queen felt the Emperor's displeasure and cringed before he even spoke.

"And where is the Eldritch female, slave?"

Khaska's ears paled. "M-m-master—"

"Near dead, is she?" the Ambassador interrupted, drawing the Emperor's burning gaze. "I would not be surprised."

"Why not?" the Emperor asked, piqued into curiosity. The Slave Queen could feel it in the loosening of his limbs, and she held her breath, hoping.

"The females of my kind are as easily shattered as they look," the Ambassador said, waving a hand. "I have seen some of them die from being touched."

"Just touched?" the Emperor asked.

The Ambassador nodded. "Pitiful things. They break with alarming frequency. We are lucky to get children on them at all." He sounded sorrowful, in an absent way.

The Emperor returned his gaze to Khaska. "So is that it? Does she require medical attention?"

"It won't help," the Ambassador said. "Such maladies cannot be cured by a doctor. They wither from misery."

The Emperor looked at him. "You jest."

"I wish," the Ambassador replied, shaking his head. "Alas, I do not."

"So she is ill?" Second asked.

"Yes, my-better," Khaska whispered. "Very sick."

"What good is an Eldritch slave if you cannot use her?" the Emperor asked. "If she is merely sick of misery, bring her out."

"Master, she is also... sick... in other ways," Khaska said, trembling.

Wrinkling his nose, the Ambassador said, "How distasteful. We wouldn't want her retching up her stomach onto our clean feet."

"True," the Emperor said. "What a disappointment." He stood, stretching. "There is no use staying if I cannot enjoy the sight of her. You, females... fix her health. I will want her soon."

"Yes, Master," the Slave Queen said in unison with Khaska.

"Ambassador, feel free to remain and rest your eyes on them," the Emperor said. "A servant will come to remind you of the way to your rooms shortly."

"You won't stay, Exalted Emperor?" the Ambassador asked.

The Chatcaavan laughed. "Oh no, I have things to discuss with Second."

The Eldritch nodded. "Then I believe I shall stay and... rest my eyes."

"Good. And you will join me later."

"Exalted Emperor?"

"For a drink."

The Eldritch bowed. "I look forward to it."

The Slave Queen stared as the Emperor descended the stairs. The two had formed a swift and deep connection between now and the presentation for such camaraderie, particularly an invitation for alcohol before bed... which meant the male standing across from them now was very likely as dangerous as he had been intelligent. She moved herself in front of Laniis and the other two females, flaring her patterned wings.

"You need not protect them. I will not touch any of you."

"Laniis, send them away," the Queen said in a low voice, watching the Eldritch as the Seersa complied. Only when the two had fled to the bathing chamber did she say to the Ambassador, "I don't trust you."

His mouth twitched. "I wouldn't expect so. Where is the Eldritch woman?"

"So you can use her instead of us?"

He sighed and strode further into the room, boot heels clicking on the stone. He stopped some arm's length from her. "I will not touch her either. Especially her."

From behind her, Laniis whispered, "She is sleeping in the bathing chamber."

"Khas—Laniis!" the Queen hissed.

"No, Mistress. I believe him." Laniis was staring intently at the Eldritch.

"Barely a day ago, you grieved over his coldness," the Queen snapped. "Now, you will give him the most vulnerable of our people?"

"Your people?" the Eldritch asked, and there was a wry sadness on what she'd assumed had been his mask of a face that set her off balance. "How are they your people? Do you even own yourself, Lady?"

"Did you come here to taunt us or to gaze at us?" the Slave Queen said, drawing herself upright and spreading her wings and arms. "If you came to gaze, then sit and be silent!"

His eyes were grave and alive in his face, calm but open... perhaps she imagined it, but he seemed to consider her, to consider and make a decision. He lifted a hand silently. White fingers, elegant and long, splayed toward her.

Laniis sucked in a breath and the Queen glanced at her, irritated, confused.

"Touch me," the Ambassador said, who was also an Eldritch... who was also, as all his kind supposedly were, a touch esper.

"You would let her?" Laniis asked, ears dipping.

"Better to ask, will she let me?" the Eldritch asked, never looking away from the Queen.

"What will it mean to you?" the Queen asked finally, tail twitching.

"It will mean that I will feel the pressure of your mind against mine," he said. "It will be... uncomfortable. It will make me clumsy, easy to hurt. If you thought hard enough on your anger—" He paused. "—your misery, you would wound me."

She thought of the Touch, of the Touch's intimacy. Lifting her chin, the Slave Queen stretched out her hand and let it fall onto his. Her fingertips grazed the base of his wrist first and he flinched. His skin was soft and hot, hotter than she'd expected; beneath her fingers his pulse fluttered swift as water running. The tips of her claws scratched against the flesh, and blue lines rose beneath them, marring the white finish of his palm.

The Slave Queen rested, then pressed their hands together, watched as the Ambassador closed his eyes, the thinnest of tremors rising and falling over his body. A thin line appeared between his brows, and she found it bizarre and uncomfortable, this sharing that meant so much to him and so little to her.

She could make it mean more. She could Touch him, as he was being touched by her. But she had not asked permission, and somehow it seemed wrong to take his pattern without asking.

So instead, the Queen allowed her longing for the sky to surface: the pain of her useless wings, her useless life. To test him. Tried to imagine she could feel it seeping through her arms down to her hands, through her fingers and claws and into him, but they were only imaginings.

She thought.

Wet tears gathered beneath the cloud-pale lashes, filled the wrinkles lining the delicate skin beneath his eyes. They flowed over, down his face, followed the curve of his trembling lips.

The Slave Queen stared and began to quiver as her melancholy surged forth in powerful reply, and the tears lengthened, dripped to the stone floor. She was Chatcaavan. She could not weep—and yet, somehow, through the Eldritch she was now weeping—weeping as aliens did, for the misery she could not otherwise express.

He opened eyes glassy with her sorrow. She saw herself reflected there.

"Help me," he said. "Help me help the prisoners."

"I don't know if I can," she whispered.
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"Help me," Lisinthir said again, trusting that he formed the words though he couldn't hear past the roaring in his ears. "I know you must."

"You can know no such thing—"

"—but I do," he said past her misery, past the saltwater taste wetting his lips. "Because you know yourself to be a person. You even say it out loud. 'I don't know if I can.'"

She snatched her hand away, shocking him back into the silence of his own mind. The yearnings, the resignation, the alien eyes, she took it all back and left him wobbling. Admiral Levy had congratulated him on his nonchalance at withstanding the touch of others, but this creature, this woman had undone him. The Chatcaava had been ciphers before... sentient, of course, but not real to him.

Now they were people. Now they had dreams. Now they had anguish.

"Sit," another voice said near his ear, comforting him entirely. He felt no touch, but the flutter of air near his elbow seemed to guide him back to a chair. The cushion crushed beneath him and the world began to resolve again into shapes and colors he understood: his own, not Chatcaavan. He realized after a moment that the Seersa was kneeling in front of him—it took him longer to understand that she was sitting at exactly the right distance to avoid casual contact, but close enough to calm him by projecting a quiet demeanor. An accident?

"My lord, are you well?" she asked, and though her accent was crude and she did not leaven the words with colors he understood her very well indeed. If she spoke his language, her distance, so precisely useful, was no accident.

"How...?"

"I'm with Fleet Intelligence," she said, and then her ears drooped a notch. "Or I was."

"You're not a plant," Lisinthir said softly. They were now alone, though he had not noticed the Slave Queen's withdrawal.

"No," she said. "My capture was unintentional...though I was in fact on my way to investigate rumors of a planned traffic in Eldritch slaves. That was a year ago now, by Alliance mean. Irony, my lord." She drew in a long breath, and through the jewelry and the nakedness he saw the disciplined core he'd noticed in so many Fleet officers. She looked up. "You can't mean to free them."

"Ah, but I do," he said, leaning forward and rubbing his face. His fingers were sticky and the skin on his wrists throbbed where the Slave Queen's claws had scratched him. "It's only a matter of how. I don't suppose you have any ideas."

"If I'd had any, I would no longer be here," she said. "Do you wish to see her?"

There was no question who the Seersa meant, not with the hesitation and the dread implicit in it. "Yes," Lisinthir said, then paused. "The Slave Queen—have I offended?"

The Seersa looked over her shoulder. "It is hard to say," she said. "They are not like us, my lord."

"They feel great passion, just as we do," Lisinthir said huskily.

"But you will soon discover their passions are aroused by inconceivable things," the Seersa said. "Do not be fooled, my lord. You were courageous to offer her your hand, but the things that move these beings will appall you."

"I'm sure," Lisinthir said and cleared his throat. He still felt transparent, somehow, as if the substance of his body had been stolen when the contact broke. He'd touched many aliens in his unobtrusive attempts to accustom himself to it while training for this position... but none of them had delivered such a visceral impact.

The Seersa had gained her feet and begun walking toward one of the chambers out of sight of the stairwell. He followed her into a tiny room, little more than a closet. Spare pillows were mounded here in a truly careless fashion rather than in the artful display downstairs. There were brushes, jars of sand and small hand towels. And in the corner, huddled beneath a solitary blanket, was Bethsaida, the future Queen of the Eldritch. He crouched beside her, boots creaking, and rested his hands firmly on his knee.

"Princess," he whispered.

She did not lift her head. He couldn't even tell how she was lying beneath the blanket, she was so deeply coiled in on herself.

He shaded the words with silver and gold, softened his voice, used the most polite of grammars. "My princess, it is your servant. I am here to help."

No answer still. He was tempted to lean into her space, to try the trick the Seersa had used on him so effectively—almost none of the Eldritch could read thoughts without touching, but most of them could be strongly affected by the gross emotional state of someone standing close enough to them, particularly if that person had a strong presence. Carefully controlling that emotional state while standing just within that range usually gentled a troubled mind... but he couldn't bear to subject her to it. Her personal space had been so violated already.

"Perhaps she does not want one of her own to see her so," the Seersa said once he'd drawn back.

More likely she was too damaged to respond, but it seemed unnecessary to say so. Instead, he said, "Will you tend her? Do with her as you did with me if you can."

The Seersa dipped her head. "Yes, my lord."

"And I will do what I must to affect your escape," he said.

A faint tremble passed over the woman's body. "If I can aid you, I shall," she said.

Lisinthir turned to go and caught a glimpse of the Slave Queen staring at him from the chamber on the opposite end of the room. He met her eyes and this time saw in them the turbulence she buried so deeply she barely felt it herself... saw it and nodded to it before leaving for the long walk to the Emperor's tower.

[image: ***]

The Slave Queen sat on a stone stool in the doorway, watching the newest members of the harem sleep. A furrow lined her brow. The Tam-illee and Malarai were curled up together in an embrace that looked distinctly uncomfortable to the Chatcaavan. They blocked access to the corner behind them, where the Eldritch female was sleeping badly, her breaths small and halting. Their move to the closet made sense, from that perspective: it was easier to guard a corner of such a small space. Such obvious tactics incited nothing but pity in the Slave Queen... nothing would save them now. Nothing could. Surely not.

And yet...

The memory of the Ambassador's intimate touch remained with her, even after several hours, distracting her with vivid, scattered images of alien eyes knitted to flashes of terror and misery such as she'd first experienced after she'd been taken by the Emperor.

The Ambassador's last words repeated in her head: help me help them. Help me help them.

The Queen pressed the base of her palm against her knee. The Ambassador had surprised the Emperor and the court by showing no offense at the insult prepared for him, surprised and delighted, for the Emperor seemed intrigued with him. But interest in a new courtier was always rewarded with further tests, tests that would continue until the courtier broke. No one lived at court whom the Emperor could not control. No one stayed here, save those who had been pushed by the Emperor to the point where he could catalog their every weakness.

At some point, some point soon, the Emperor would test the Alliance's envoy by taking the Eldritch female—in public, most certainly. He'd done similar things before and the opportunity with a rare Eldritch slave to taunt an equally rare Eldritch Ambassador would be too good to pass over. Attendance at such an event would be mandatory and would attract the interest of both courtiers and palace staff. Security would be lax.

The slaves could escape.

All the Slave Queen would have to do would be to take the pattern of the Eldritch female, and be wearing the body when the Emperor sent for her. She wouldn't fool the Emperor for long... she didn't think she could fake the girl's demeanor. But it would be long enough for the Ambassador's people to get the Alliance folk onto a transport and off-world. The punishment for her trespass would be dire. She might die at the end of it, were she so lucky. But she would have spared the aliens.

All the plan required would be Touching the female.

The Slave Queen slid off the stool and walked to the corner. She crouched beside the two sleeping guardians, frayed wings stretching out to balance her as she reached toward the bare white shoulder. Her fingertips brushed against skin—

The Eldritch jerked upright and pressed her back to the wall, out of reach. Her sea-tint eyes widened.

"Let me touch you," the Slave Queen said, soft so as not to wake the other two. "Please. Let me save you."

The girl replied with a thin thread of unintelligible words and did not come closer.

"Please," the Chatcaavan said again.

This time the female's reply was louder, and the Tam-illee's ear flicked. The sleepy foxine yawned and turned. Seeing the tableau, she leaped away, shaking the Malarai's shoulder. Soon both of them were pushing the Queen away from the Eldritch, yammering in their alien tongue with the Eldritch chiming in from behind in her language's totally different cadence.

"Khas—Laniis... Laniis!"

A few minutes later, Laniis scrambled past the door's threshold. "Mistress?"

"Laniis, tell them I am not going to hurt them!"

Laniis blinked, then turned to the females and spoke quickly, her words punctuated with sharp gestures of her hands and arms. Reluctantly, they dropped the Slave Queen's arms.

"Now," Laniis said, "what is happening, Mistress?"

"I... think... I think I can help them," the Slave Queen said, almost too low to hear herself.

Laniis's conical ears strained, pointing at her. "Mistress?"

"I can help them." She laid out her plan and watched the expressions fly over the Seersa's face. Perhaps exposure to multiple aliens had improved her comprehension of their body language, or perhaps seeing what her pain looked like on an alien's face had given her the key she needed to understand them better... she thought she saw shock, apprehension and something like hope in Laniis's demeanor. "What do you think?"

"I think... I think you are right. I think it can be done."

"Tell them."

Laniis turned to the three and began to speak—first one language, than the next. When she'd finished explaining, they all looked at the Eldritch, who shivered and murmured something.

"She asks if it has to be her," Laniis said.

The Slave Queen glanced at the Eldritch and said, "It must. No other display will have the same power over the Ambassador."

Laniis translated, and again they all looked at the Eldritch. She took in their stares, then hung her head, silver-pale hair falling over her thin shoulders.

The Slave Queen hesitantly stepped toward her, and the others moved aside. She stopped in front of the Eldritch and dipped her head so she could look into the sea-green eyes. "I promise I will make it as short as possible," she said. The murmur from beside her had Laniis's voice, stumbling here and there on the strange fluid sounds.

The Eldritch lifted her head and rested her eyes on the Slave Queen's, who searched hers for any clue about how she felt. Resignation, maybe ... the Queen struggled to understand the mind behind those eyes, to touch it with her sincerity, to show since she had no words that she was earnest in her desire to help.

The female spoke, and Laniis said, "I think she asks why you were doing this."

"I'm not sure," the Slave Queen said, wings sagging. "I just want... I want to see someone have what they want most. To let you stay here, without even trying—I would be tearing someone's wings, your wings. I would be responsible, somehow. I... how can I fly at all if I give myself that kind of burden?"

A pause. "I don't know if I can translate that well, Mistress."

The Queen glanced at Laniis. "Try."

Another pause, and then a halting series of words. The Queen concentrated on the Eldritch's eyes, willing the meaning across.

Then, the female's face softened, and though the resignation remained it had been matched to a quiet submission. The Eldritch offered her hand.

The Chatcaavan closed her eyes, shaken by the exchange, then opened them and rested her hand on the female's. She opened herself to the Touch, felt her palm grow warm. Just as its power began to heat, to gather, the female snatched her hand away with a cry.

Disoriented, the Slave Queen tumbled backward. She fell hard on her tail, and the shock of that pain brought her back to herself. The Eldritch was weeping, and while the Tam-illee attempted to comfort her, the Malarai was glowering at the Queen.

"Why did she do that?" the Slave Queen asked, and didn't wait for Laniis to finish translating to get to her feet and demand, shaking, "She has to let me finish! It's not done!"

"She says it hurts too much, Mistress," Laniis said. "She says your mind burns her, that it is full of—" a pause, a quick swallow, "full of anger and pain and darker things."

"I need to finish," the Slave Queen said, realizing that her trembling was rage. She was not accustomed to anger, could not fathom how it could so control all her body so that she felt on fire inside her own skin. "The Touch did not rise completely. If I can't seal her pattern in me, I cannot Change, and you will all lose your chance for escape. Let me finish!"

"She says no," Laniis said after a moment. The two other females looked quizzically at her and the Seersa translated the exchange for them. The Slave Queen watched them war with their own feelings for the briefest of moments before turning her gaze to the weeping Eldritch.

For a moment, she felt herself Chatcaavan from toe to crown of horns. She saw her species contrasted against the weakness of the Alliance's and felt the contempt that moved so many of the courtiers.

And then her gaze traveled the length of the naked female's shivering back, noted the hollows between her spine's hard chain and the flesh between her ribs, and pity rose in her instead. One touch had been enough to reduce the Ambassador to tears, and he had already proven himself a harder male than anyone expected. Perhaps what she asked of the female was simply too much.

She would die here, the Slave Queen was sure. They all would. It was just a question of when. As Laniis tried desperately to talk her way into a solution, the Slave Queen lifted a length of silk and looped it around her shoulders, then walked away. She had made the effort. Surely that would be enough to appease the Ambassador with his twilit eyes and somber mouth.
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  Lisinthir remembered the route to the Emperor's tower, but his memory of the effort it required to reach the top had dulled. One such climb he could imagine. Several a day would thin him to a wraith unless he undertook to eat more. The Chatcaavan meals he'd had thus far had consisted solely of meat... a diet like that would melt the flesh from him unless he augmented it somehow. Perhaps the Chatcaava ate only meat—perhaps they ate different types of food at different times of day—or perhaps the Emperor merely leaned toward the carnivorous. He tried to remember any information in his briefings about the nutritional needs of the Chatcaava and failed. Perhaps there had been none.

He arrived at the top of the chamber to find the guards gone and the doors left open. Curious and on guard, he stepped into the suite. The balcony doors were closed, but the bank of windows had all been cranked open to the black sky and the brilliance of the few visible stars. A cool breeze wafted in, disturbing the candle flames that provided the only illumination in the room. It smelled of alien air, slightly too acrid, tangy with the memory of salt.

"Ambassador." The word came out of the dark and Lisinthir couldn't find the Emperor in it.

"Exalted," Lisinthir said, bowing in that direction. "It is a beautiful night."

"Yes," the male said. Lisinthir heard liquid splashing into glasses, smelled the rich fruity scent of something alcoholic. "This is different from what we had with our meal."

"I look forward to trying it," Lisinthir said.

At last, the Emperor turned, allowing Lisinthir to find him in the room by the glow of his eyes. The male stepped into the yellow light, both glasses held with casual skill in one hand. He still wore the black robe from supper, but it was no longer belted closed, and though the shadows deepened closer to the floor Lisinthir guessed the male wore nothing else.

The Emperor studied him, and the delicate lining inside his nostrils flared. Faster than Lisinthir thought anyone could move with grace, the male was in front of him, staring at his face. Not his eyes—his cheeks.

"Have you been /weeping/, Ambassador?

He hadn't thought to wash his face. He should have, curse it all. "I can't imagine why that would be the case, Exalted One."

"And I missed it," the Emperor said as if not even hearing his reply. "I am disappointed. You have no idea how beautiful /tears/ are."

"I hadn't given the matter much thought," Lisinthir said, trying not to wonder at the alien's facility with words and concepts outside his own tongue... and this concept in particular.

"We do not /cry/, you understand," the Emperor continued, eyes never relenting. They traveled up to meet Lisinthir's. "We whimper. We writhe. We wail and scream and moan. But we do not leave any evidence of our suffering. We do not /weep/."

He was so close Lisinthir could hear the air hissing through his nose, feel the force of his presence, smell the iron tang of blood on his breath. The heat between them was palpable, so palpable that when the Emperor turned abruptly away Lisinthir's skin pebbled with gooseflesh.

"Take it," the Emperor said, leaving the glass on the table before sitting. As Lisinthir did so, he continued, "You have yet to bore me, Ambassador."

"I am relieved," Lisinthir said, struggling to regain the composure the Emperor had wicked away so effortlessly.

"You tell me I give away intelligence by stealing your people," the Emperor said. "A novel idea, if true."

"Oh, it's true," Lisinthir said and borrowed from the Seersa's plight. "You have taken in plants from us before."

The male's brow ridges lifted, drawing back the shadows from his eyes. "So you mean to entice me to cease stealing your people for my harems by suggesting it is in my best interests. You hope to deny me slavery by making me believe it impractical."

"No," Lisinthir said. "I hope to deny you slavery by making you realize it is morally reprehensible. But if you will listen only to the most pragmatic of reasons, then I suppose those will suffice."

The Emperor stared at him in silence. Lisinthir ignored him and drank. On the palate the scent of fruit evaporated, leaving nothing but heat... he let it center him.

"Slavery is morally reprehensible," the Emperor said after the pause became heavy.

"Yes," Lisinthir said. "I think less of the Empire for practicing it."

The Emperor watched him lazily, cupping his glass with fingers so black they looked more like silhouettes than things with volume. "And you tell me this."

"Should I hide it?" Lisinthir asked.

"All your predecessors did. They showed their distaste, but as females do... fearfully and with easy denials or swift evasions when questioned. You do not."

"No," Lisinthir said. "I do not toy with words. The Alliance believes all creatures are meant to be free." He sipped again for strength, then continued as steadily as he could, "that means your women as well as our people."

"Females do not wish for freedom," the Emperor said. "If we set them loose they would hardly know what to do with themselves... and even if they did, they would come to a bad end. Ours is a harsh world."

"Is it harsh because it is? Or is it harsh because you made it so?" Lisinthir asked.

The Emperor flashed his sharp teeth. "We make it so because the world made us so first." The drake leaned forward. "I will say this, Ambassador... I do not share your views. We are strong, and the strong are entitled to the weak. The universe is not served by weakness. Such weakness is culled by nature... and we must all serve our natures."

"Even our basest?" Lisinthir asked.

"Especially our basest," the Emperor replied.

Lisinthir finished the alcohol and set his glass on the table between them.

"You still haven't told me what you were /crying/ about, Ambassador."

"Nor do I have any intention to, Exalted," Lisinthir said. "Some things are simply not important enough to discuss."

"/Tears/ are always worth discussion," the Emperor said. "I would like to know what makes you /cry/."

Something about the way the male said that drained the warmth from Lisinthir's hands and face. "Very little, Exalted Emperor. Very little indeed."

"And that is all you will tell me," the Emperor said. "I suppose I'll have to discover it myself."

Lisinthir couldn't help it... he laughed. "And your plan is to make all your aliens weep, is that it? To drive them from the Empire in shame, shackles or coffins?" He shook his head. "With all my deepest respect, most Exalted One... good luck." He stood and bowed. "May I go?"

The Emperor laughed, a sly knowing sound. "Yes."

Lisinthir inclined his head and turned, reaching for the door handle. His hand had but closed on it when the Emperor said, "Ambassador..."

Lisinthir looked over his shoulder.

"You may use my harem, if it pleases you. In its entirety. Since you have such... particular tastes."

"Such a gift," Lisinthir said, shoulders tightening.

"You are astute," the Emperor said. "Good night."

Lisinthir said, "Good night," and let himself out, closing the door behind him with a hand that trembled only a little. He held himself tightly controlled all the way to his chambers, and even there he remained taut with the strain, methodically undressing, folding his clothing and putting it away.

It was only later, in the bath, that he began shaking. Not weeping, as the Emperor would have been so fascinated to witness, but shaking.

Touching the Slave Queen... that had been a decision driven by instinct, and he thought it would reward him. He'd been right to see in her the hidden, complex core, to guess that she was not as downtrodden as the females in the lower harems had seemed to be. And his single touch with her had educated him about the Chatcaavan heart; he wouldn't call himself an expert by any means, but at least he now knew that they felt much the same passions as any other people. But the cool waters over the Slave Queen's hidden heart of fire, transmitted through a deep and lasting touch, held nothing to the power and cruelty the Emperor had forced on him merely by standing close by. Lisinthir had managed the bravado that seemed expected of males in the Empire, as was his plan... but he had no idea how long he could maintain such a facade, especially if the Emperor could harry him simply by stepping into his personal space.

And facade it was... no question. Every time Lisinthir took a liberty with the Emperor that he would not have dared with his own Queen, he wondered if he would live to give breath to a new near-insolence. And somehow, while walking this cruel and narrow path, he would have to find a way to save Bethsaida and free the Seersa and the other Alliance personnel.

It was only the second day. How would he survive two years? He could resign himself to being ineffectual, acting as the previous ambassadors had acted... but he wasn't sure he could bear returning to the Alliance a failure. Nor was he certain he would be allowed to relax into such a stance, not with the Emperor so intrigued. No other ambassador had managed that, he was sure. Someone would have noticed the Emperor's preoccupation with tears if so.

Drawing in a long breath that dried his lips, Lisinthir returned to the bath, willing his body to stop trembling. He had chosen this path. He would not be timid about it.
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The following day all four of the alien females avoided the Slave Queen, which suited her. Their company had become tiresome, and she had other things to distract her.

She had never begun a Touch without finishing it. She had no idea it would throb in her like scorched flesh. As a child, she'd been precocious and experimented with the Touch, using her grandsire's rare alien playthings as her templates. She hadn't known their names or species until the Emperor had come for her, but she now knew that she could become a gray Karaka'An with unusually long claws, or a dark-haired human with unsettling orange eyes. She had never told anyone about her experiments, though her dam had witnessed her Changing once and beat her for it.

Truly, to be winged and female was to be reviled.

There was no one she could safely ask about the consequences of her unfinished Touch. Her skin itched, but when she tried to scratch she couldn't find any place on her body that responded. Her restlessness drove her to pacing, and so intent was she on it that she missed the arrival of the Ambassador. It was his voice that made her turn, not to respond but to wonder who he was addressing with such an archaic title.

"Lady?" He stood on the stairwell, dressed in the richness of that red that made him look like prey, like something already ripped open and bleeding. One of his white brows lifted when she didn't immediately reply. "You haven't lost your voice since yestereve, I trust?"

"What are you doing here?" the Queen asked. "You need permission—"

"—I have permission to come and go here as I please, and more besides if I were ever to dare," the Eldritch said. "Though I wonder if this is an insult. Where I come from, it would either indicate that the Emperor thinks well enough of me to share his women with me... or believes me to be emasculated."

The Slave Queen stared at him, even her wings stilling. She was not accustomed to hearing such confidences directed at her ears.

"You would not happen to know which it is?" he said, easing himself into a chair. "I would find any supplementation of my knowledge useful."

"You are asking me these questions?" the Slave Queen asked. "Why?"

"Why not?" he asked. "I might be remarkably well-informed for an alien in your midst, but I haven't lived in your Empire all my life. Surely you're more cognizant of your customs than I am, despite being sequestered in a tower most of your life."

"I... I suppose," the Slave Queen said, startled. "But I cannot help you with your question. The Emperor has never allowed the Alliance Ambassador the use of his harem, so I cannot know what it means. And you have no horns, so it would be hard for us to judge if you'd been emasculated."

"So the amount of horns on a person's head is significant," he mused. "I thought so."

She dipped her head in reluctant assent. "A stronger male breaks them off his rivals to humiliate them."

"Interesting," the Ambassador murmured. Perhaps he was thinking of how many courtiers had only two, like a female. "Still," he said more clearly, "I am not here solely because your chamber is far more palatable than my own. Have you had a chance to consider my plea?"

The Slave Queen flicked a hand. "I had an idea, but it cannot be done."

"Hold a moment," he said. "That motion with your hand... what does that mean?"

"I... I'm not sure what I'd call it," the Slave Queen said, moved to look at her hands. "It is an expression of... either-wayness. Of not-quite-caring? Not quite disinterest."

"Ah, yes. We use our shoulders for a similar gesture, I think. Thank you. And now, you had an idea?" He sat forward in his chair.

"There will be a public test," the Slave Queen said. "You understand the notion of tests?"

"I know what a test is to me," he said, watching her with those night-dark eyes. They were not quite as large as the Eldritch female's, but she found uneasily that she could read them just as well.

"The tests," she said. "The Emperor plays with all his court, to test their mettle. He has a habit of toying with the dignitaries from the Alliance because they shatter so quickly, and he wants to sweep the pieces away and send them back. He is trying to do this with you."

"And if I don't shatter into pieces?" the Ambassador asked.

"Oh but you will!" the Queen exclaimed.

"I assure you, lady, I am harder than my soft exterior may lead you to believe," he said with wry amusement. "Still, humor me a moment. If I do not break?"

"I don't know," the Queen said, trying to fathom the possibility. "Perhaps he would then test you as he would a courtier. He will conduct business with no one whose mettle he hasn't tried to his satisfaction."

"I see," the Ambassador murmured. "I had assumptions about your world, lady. Now I see they are all correct." He lifted his face, and she shivered suddenly at the hardness of his gaze. "Tell me what your idea was. Something to do with the Emperor testing me in public."

"Yes. By using the girl of your species in your presence, and seeing if you fall apart."

"In public," the Ambassador said. His face remained hard. "In front of the court, then."

"Yes," the Slave Queen said, and continued warily. "I thought, if I could take the pattern of the girl, your staff could secret them away while I pretend to be her at this public test."

"You can Change?" the Ambassador asked, eyes widening. "I thought only males could shift their shapes."

"It is the wings," the Slave Queen said. "Winged Chatcaava can Touch and Change, no matter their sex. I can do this thing... but I tried to gain the pattern, and the girl will not allow me to touch her long enough to succeed."

"I imagine not," the Eldritch said with something in his voice she couldn't name. Sorrow, perhaps. Fatigue. He continued, "Could you take the pattern from me?"

"From you?" the Slave Queen blinked her great eyes, then nodded slowly. "Yes. It does not matter which Eldritch body I take it from. I will still look much the same."

"Then that part we can do," the Ambassador said. "Which leaves me only with the logistics of stealing away the slaves while I'm at court."

"Your staff—"

"I brought no staff, lady."

She stared now at him. "No staff? But every other person who has filled your role has brought servants."

"And every other person has failed," the Ambassador said. "They allowed the people they brought to lull them into a false sense of security, to give them a safe place to withdraw to so they would not have to live here fully. I would forgo that luxury, and have, so that I can become a full member of this court, able to stay more than a few weeks." He grinned.

"You are mad," the Slave Queen breathed. "Who will prepare and taste your meals?"

"For now no one... unless Second actually makes good on his promise to have me fed regularly."

"You will die of poisoning!"

"Hopefully not until after I run out of the food I brought," the Eldritch said, and chuckled. Now indeed he sounded fatigued. "I can only take things one moment at a time, my lady. I think I see a way to acquire some temporary help—there are items I could request for this assignment that I failed to bring, and I believe I can expedite the importation of those items. So granting that I can arrange the smuggling, that leaves only you and the Change. Will you do it, lady?"

She nodded quickly before she could change her mind, for she saw something in his eyes that frightened her.

"Let me stand, then," he said, and did so. "This is important. It wants ritual."

She approached him tentatively, feeling again his height. The Chatcaava were not so tall; the Emperor was considered freakish for his height and even so he was a good head shorter than this alien.

"You are not great lovers of names, I have gathered," the Eldritch said once she stood in front of him.

"No, Ambassador."

"Our people are, though. And so, for form's sake, I say to you: I, Lisinthir Nase Galare, offer you now my very self. Take it, my lady, with my permission." He pressed his hands together, then spread them and offered them to her, white palms, white fingers, blue veins. One of his fingers was encircled by a band of metal, a ring like a female's but far thicker.

Unsettled by the sense of ceremony, the Slave Queen hesitated. Then she ducked her head and took his fingers in hers.

The heat gathered. This time it crested and rolled over her, sharp as an orgasm.

The Touch—

pulse of feelings, hot body, shivering—

shape more fragile than glass—

thin limbs, sharp mind—

everything a threat—

life neverending

The Slave Queen dropped his hand, giddy. The pattern coursed through her and she turned, stumbling. She felt a broad arm wrap around her waist before she could fall, and then she was being propped up against the wall of one of the bowls in the floor, surrounded in blankets. As she swayed, blinded by the depth of the merging, she heard the Ambassador's voice and Laniis's.

She let her head rest against her knees. Breathing heavily, she waited for the pattern to settle, to meet her own and change to suit.

The sickness passed then.

"Mistress?" Laniis was kneeling at her side. "Are you well? Lord Nase Galare told me what you've done." Then, more quietly, with a fierce desperation, "Did it work?"

In reply, the Slave Queen pulled her wings tightly to her back and willed herself to the Change.

Ah, the Change. So quintessentially male. But she was winged, and could trade shapes, and she did. It overcame her in fits, as it always did with new patterns. From the inside to the out, she Changed. She took on an Eldritch's metabolism, and an Eldritch's organs. Harder, the skeleton; it always pained her to lose the extra limbs, mass consumed and routed elsewhere to match the new shape. Last the fascia, and the skin.

She lifted her new face to two watching and accepted their stares.

"It is not an exact match," Laniis said hoarsely. She had never seen the Change; it was not something lightly done by males and rarely needed in the relative safety of the court.

"It never is," the Queen said in a lighter, thinner voice. It had been so long since she'd Changed that she'd forgotten that most of the Alliance's aliens had binocular vision from every angle. Disoriented, she remained curled into a ball for several heart-beats until she thought she could move without falling. Once she stood, she found that she was a little taller than usual: the mass of her wings, perhaps, adding to her stature. She experimented with her new limbs, which were much like the old ones, even in weight. "Mirror," she said.

Laniis scrambled for one and brought it back. The Slave Queen looked in it and saw a face close enough to the Eldritch female's to be mistaken for a sister. She'd wondered about that—she'd told the Ambassador the truth, close enough, but the individual from whom a Chatcaavan took the pattern usually influenced how it set. Perhaps in the intitial Touch she'd gotten enough of the female's pattern to approximate her appearance.

Her amber-orange eyes remained, just as they had in her human shape. The Slave Queen felt her flat jaw and short nose, touched sensitive lips with her fingers, wondered at their softness. She looked up, met the Ambassador's eyes.

He drifted closer, his gaze shuttered to her understanding. For a long time, he said nothing. Then, quietly, "Lady, you're naked."

She had been wearing only a few strands of jewelry and her collar; her Chatcaavan body required little else. As an Eldritch, however, her entire body was so sensitive she could feel air currents across her back. But it was more than the sudden cold that made her shudder. She had never spent much time with the species she'd experimented with—never known them to be people. But having the Eldritch so close while wearing a similar body reshaped her primal self as well as her body. He had a very aesthetic shape, and in the center of her body, deep in the basin of her now-broader hips, something noticed. Her cheeks flushed, warm and alien. As Laniis scurried back to them with a wrap and she folded her new body into it, the Slave Queen shook away the feelings and said in a small voice, "Will it work?"

After a moment, he nodded. "I believe it will."

"You seem distressed," the Slave Queen prompted when he did not continue.

A fragile-looking smile curved his lips. "You are the very image of one of my Queen's relatives, my lady. Fitting, since you are helping me to smuggle the heir to the throne out of the Empire."

"Pardon?" the Slave Queen asked, wobbling. Laniis had sucked in such a breath that the Queen could hear it from several paces away.

"We have a queen, something you probably don't know... a woman who rules us as your Emperor rules you," the Ambassador said. "The woman in your bathing chamber is her niece, and our next queen. I find it strange to look on your face and see hers... though perhaps not as strange as I found seeing her here in the first place."

"Do they know?" the Slave Queen asked, horrified.

"That they have the heir of my kingdom? Or that we are ruled by women?" The Ambassador laughed. "I don't know on either count. But I do not intend to inform them if they don't already know."

The Queen drew in a sharp breath and nodded. Her head felt strange, too short, and she turned it slowly to keep from developing vertigo. "Laniis, please go downstairs and listen for anyone coming."

Laniis nodded and vanished as bid.

"At very least we shall do what we can to make sure they don't learn it from our voices, speaking so openly here," the Slave Queen said.

"I appreciate your help," he said. "But I am more worried about you."

"What of me?" the Queen asked.

"I do not like to think of what will be done to you when the plot is discovered," the Ambassador said.

"Me? What happens to me is nothing. What of you? Your part in this will surely be exposed. The danger to you is great," the Chatcaavan said, folding her thin arms over a chest far larger than she was used to. Having breasts was uncomfortable.

"I will be fine."

"You can't be sure of that," she said. "If you're caught trying to leave—"

"I won't."

"You will be taking the same transport as the people you intend to smuggle away?"

The Ambassador clasped his hands behind his back. "I won't be leaving, lady."

"What!"

He smiled. "Weakness? Admission of guilt? I have an imperfect understanding of your culture, but this much I suspect: if I try to escape the consequences of my actions, I will be seen as a true alien, a wingless freak. Am I right?"

She looked down, trying not to shiver. "Yes," she whispered.

He nodded. "Had any of the ambassadors that came before me had any kind of backbone at all, they would have made an attempt to extricate our people from the court. The Emperor isn't expecting me to try and rescue the Alliance citizens he's captured, but I believe if I do he might think of me as a more competent rival. I'll stay and make no excuses for my actions. He will understand."

"Understand!" the Slave Queen exclaimed. "Oh, he will understand... he will understand that you are defying him, stealing his property and expecting him to forgive you the offense! He will have you beaten... he might even imprison you, or commit you to this tower to take the place of the playthings you stole from him!"

"Perhaps," the Ambassador said.

The Queen shook her head, grew dizzy, listed. He caught her by the arm.

Concern! Confidence! Something else—regret, sadness, serenity, all of these things, all at once. The tension and shock and fear in her own mind blew apart as the alien feelings burst into their place. She grabbed her head. "Oh!"

The Eldritch's eyes widened. "Do you have all our abilities?"

"Stop—stop feeling at me!"

He let go of her instantly, his face taking on an ashen cast. "Forgive me, I didn't know or I wouldn't have—I had no idea the shape was so complete."

"They always are," she said weakly as her own emotions began to cohere again. She sat and trembled. "Is that how it is whenever you touch?"

"Touch skin on skin, yes. It can be muffled by clothing and the strength of it is dependent on the ability of both minds involved. Their skill at the communion." He crouched in front of her. "It can be pleasant, but rarely by accident."

"I can't imagine such a thing being pleasant," the Queen said with a shudder. "I see why you rarely touch. My entire skin feels bruised."

His somber gaze unnerved her, but she couldn't look away. "You realize," he said, "that you will have to accept the Emperor's attentions for some amount of time in this shape."

She paused, then nodded. Moving this head got easier with repetition.

"Are you still willing?"

The Queen looked away, hugging herself. "I could not see it done to her, knowing what it feels like to someone so fragile," she whispered, though no one in the room remained who could understand them.

"Brave lady," the Ambassador said. "There is no payment sufficient to your courage."

"Words," she said.

"Words are more than you know," the Ambassador replied.

Thinking suddenly of the wall between herself and the newest prisoners, one only Laniis could breach, the Slave Queen said nothing.
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/So you need a shipment./

/Of something believable/, Lisinthir typed back. He was lying on his stomach on the broad bed, spurning the less secure study with its wide windows and balcony. /Carried by competent people who look like harmless cargo-men./

/Not a small request. Is there anything you do need?/

/Food/, Lisinthir wrote. /I'm not sure how much I trust the chefs here./

/They would poison you for no reason?/

/I have already given them reason/, Lisinthir wrote, thinking of his brazen responses to the Emperor. /And soon I will give them more./

There was a pause long enough for Lisinthir to let his eyes drift again to the door leading into the hall, freshly locked after his visit to the harem. So many questions... was he already emasculated in the eyes of the Emperor? Or was this another one of the tests the Slave Queen had mentioned?

If it was a test, what was the right answer?

/We are compelled to ask again, far-cousin. Are you certain about staying?/

/I am not here for a single task, a single mission/, Lisinthir wrote. /I am here to make it so that there need never be another operation like this again. If I leave, you will have to train yet another ambassador. And you will not find another Eldritch to do this work for you. Where then your esper?/

Another long pause, then, /There are Glaseah./

/Glaseah!/ Lisinthir snorted aloud. /They do not have the passion required to understand these people. The Chatcaava are nothing but passion, barely suppressed, barely withheld. Creatures of instinct and aggression and wild feeling. And you would put a Glaseah in their midst? It would be laughable./

/You would be surprised, far-cousin... sometimes opposition works better than like-mindedness./

/Perhaps/, Lisinthir wrote. /But would you bet the lives of their citizens on it—ours?/

/If all else failed, perhaps/, the anonymous other wrote. /But back to the crate. Food we shall send. Do you have other requests? Otherwise, I shall pack for you, far-cousin./

Lisinthir wondered with interest what this stranger would send him. /No, that is all I can think of. Only send the competent crewmen and all will be well... and send them as soon as possible./

/I am told the best personnel will need to be extricated. It may be several days. Is that acceptable?/

Lisinthir rolled his lip between his teeth. The operation was going to be difficult enough—having what the Alliance considered the best would make a difference in the likelihood of success. But it wouldn't be long before the Emperor tested him, if he'd heard what the Slave Queen had said—and hadn't—correctly. Finally, he typed, /I can wait. But not long./

/We'll expedite/, the other replied. /I will update you in the morning. Until then, far-cousin?/

/Yes/, Lisinthir wrote.

/Good hunting, then./

Good hunting, indeed. Lisinthir locked the tablet, turned it off and tossed it on the side table. He had only begun to loll back long enough to study the mosaic on the ceiling again when he heard the luff of wings from the study. Rolling off the bed and coming to the study door, he found Second perched on the railing.

"The scarf is not wound, I know," Second said. "But I must have a message to you. We must devise a way of delivering such messages to you when you are not receiving."

"So having women slip in my back door is not typical," Lisinthir said.

"No," Second said. Was that a scowl? Was gifting the Ambassador with women unusual, or was it a practice that Second disapproved of in general? So hard to tell—he had so little information.

"How was it done before?" Lisinthir asked.

"Before, when a message needed delivery someone simply delivered it," Second said.

"That won't do at all." Lisinthir leaned on the door frame, neither entering the study proper nor giving permission to Second to leave the perch on the balcony. "Perhaps I should put a box for mail somewhere unobtrusive."

"One supposes that would work," Second said. "It would lack dignity for the messenger."

"And hovering on my balcony, calling for me to open the doors wouldn't?"

Second definitely scowled then. "A box, then."

"Yes," Lisinthir said. "I will send for one." He didn't want the Chatcaava to provide one; anything they gave him would be compromised. If he was receiving mail, he wanted to be the only one reading it. "Which segues nicely into my notice that I will be receiving an extra trunk of supplies shortly. I seem to have left half my wardrobe at home."

"Your minimal luggage was commented upon," Second said.

"It will be remedied shortly," Lisinthir said. "I will inform you when the shuttle is due. And now you had a message for me?"

"Yes," Second said. "Dinner is in an hour... and it should please you. A servant will be by to escort you, and will knock at the inner chamber door." And without waiting for reply, the Chatcaavan launched from the perch. Lisinthir supposed this was a token bit of rudeness to even out their conversation.

One hour didn't give him much time to send his contact the request for a locked box and for additional wardrobe items, plus freshen up. Lisinthir hastened to both matters, leaving a message for the former and dropping back into the Chatcaavan version of a shower for the second. His body wasn't altogether sure of the climate—at the foot of the towers, he found it humid and warm with a smart breeze sharp with the scent of the sea. But in the heights of the towers, with their frequently open windows and doors, the air was thin, chilled and dry. Dressing for the top of the tower was too warm for the base, and the frequent passage from one to the other left his skin sore from the changes in pressure and moisture.

All the stories he'd ever heard told about dragons placed them deep underground in warm caves, encrusting their breasts with their golden hoards. The Chatcaava, meanwhile, could not be pulled out of the cold, high sky for long.

He dressed for the base of the tower and took the precaution of gloves; he had been more sanguine about touching the Chatcaava casually until the Slave Queen had educated him. The servant caught him buttoning the last few holes on his cuffs and watched with frank curiosity until he finished.

"I'm ready," Lisinthir said.

The servant said nothing and walked back into the hall. As he followed, Lisinthir wondered at the social structure. Were females only chattel, to be used for reproduction and pleasure? He had yet to see a female servant—males populated the court, guarded the doors to the towers and led him to and from his engagements. Did the Chatcaava marry as, say, an Eldritch did? Or did they all have harems?

What a life. And yet, if they discounted their women so it could only bode well for the Alliance.

The servant led him down the interminable steps, through the echoing stairwells and out of the tower, where the sea-stained air tossed Lisinthir's hair past his back and left a humid weight in it. They walked around the back of the tower, where the palace grounds surprised Lisinthir by spreading up from the stony plateau and onto an area of softly rumpled hills. The pale grass was studded with the remains of tumbled columns; they skirted an entire cracked entablature, missing its frieze and most of the decorative molding... if it had ever had either. Through this strange graveyard of statuary and architecture, the servant wound him until he could hear the hiss of Chatcaavan conversation.

"Through here," the servant said, and left him at a surprisingly intact arch, though no building remained to give it context. Lisinthir walked through it and onto a gentle plain dotted with white flowers. Low tables had been set in a horseshoe shape open to the arch, and the ubiquitous pillows were the only other furniture. The distant moons, the soft breeze, the perfume of spring, all of it could have been mistaken for a pleasant evening on his own world. Lisinthir wished the Chatcaava would not oscillate between barbarity and beauty so swiftly.

A silent server led him to a pillow distant from just about everyone. Lisinthir settled on it and scanned the gathering until he found Third, Second and the Emperor at a table in the middle of the horseshoe. The closest individual to Lisinthir was still several seats away... or would have been, had there been pillows. He suspected his corner seat was a form of alien quarantine, not meant as a position of honor but rather as a place to sequester the wingless freaks. He wondered how many former ambassadors had mistaken it for deference... if any had come to these suppers at all.

A servant came by with meat and vegetables shaped like red spears, dishing them into the bowl in front of Lisinthir without looking at him before moving to the next place. Wine was served in a similar manner and tested with silent calm by what appeared to be poison-tasters available only to certain individuals. The susurrus of Chatcaavan conversation continued. Lisinthir ate absently and watched the Emperor's table. The male reclined in seeming languor on a very long pillow, and Second beside him offered him the occasional drink from a jeweled cup, a cup he'd drunk from first. He noticed he was not the only one watching—the courtiers, despite their chatter, often turned their narrow heads toward the middle table.

Lisinthir had resigned himself to Chatcaavan court suppers being as dull as Eldritch ones when Second rose to his feet and spread his wings. It was the first time Lisinthir had seen them held open for longer than it took to flap them, and their small size surprised him. What were these creatures made of, that they could fly on such narrow pinions?

"There is a matter of justice," Second said. "I call on Firestorm's Heir. Stand and claim your name unless you live in fear."

A Chatcaavan near Lisinthir stood. "I am he."

"Your Emperor, whom you have offended, commands you," Second said, and the Emperor stood. He made Second look plain and friendly, and when his dark wings spread Lisinthir did not think at all of their size.

"You have been informed of your crime by Second?" the Emperor asked.

"I have," the male near Lisinthir replied. "Though I dispute that it was a crime. That which is not deserving of respect should not have it."

"So you concede your guilt?"

"I do," the male replied, then said, "I invoke the right of the Heir to evade the Emperor's justice."

The court had ceased its chatter, had in fact become so silent Lisinthir wondered if they feared to move. He watched with unease as the Emperor's eyes half-lidded, dimming a fluorescence visible even from this distance.

Then the Emperor laughed. "Do not play the fool with us, Firestorm's Heir. Last we checked your brother was still alive. Your progenitor will have another to fill your place. Now do you choose the fight or do you choose execution?"

Lisinthir laced his fingers together beneath the table to keep them from trembling.

"I choose the fight," the Heir said, and leaped over the table toward the Emperor.

A black blur, the sudden iron stink of blood, a gut-chilling noise, thick and spongy, and the male was sprawled at the feet of the Emperor, his entire midsection open and glinting red organs showing at the ragged tear.

"We are satisfied... as we trust those who shared our offense are now satisfied." The Emperor met Lisinthir's eyes.

Lisinthir clenched his hands together until he bruised.
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The Slave Queen had not expected to see the Ambassador again so soon. If she'd known... some part of her would have tried to prepare, to work through the way he treated her and the strangeness of knowing what it was like to live in an Eldritch skin. When he appeared at the top of her stairwell, she unnerved herself by recognizing that he looked unwell... that the tension in his shoulders had meaning she could now understand. She had been shown the door by Laniis and given the key by this male and there would be no returning now to blissful ignorance.

Had her ignorance been so blissful?

"My lord?" Laniis said, hesitating as she rose. "Are you well?"

"I am in need of a harem's special skills," the Ambassador said, one edge of his mouth trembling, and the Slave Queen was relieved to find that the complexity of some expressions she still could not unriddle. She glanced at Laniis, then at the Ambassador, waiting to see whether he spoke in earnest.

"I jest," he said when Laniis seemed frozen, incapable of response. "Unless you are conversant with the other uses of a harem, in the traditional sense."

"Entertainment? Relaxation?" Laniis suggested at last. "The Chatcaava also do these things, my lord."

"Very good," he said. "Then with your permission, I will sit here and allow you to relax me."

"You do not need our permission for anything," the Slave Queen said, finally speaking. She wasn't sure whether she felt relief that the Ambassador had been joking... or something else. Something she didn't want to examine too closely.

"Where I am from it is only courtesy," he said, though he now sounded distracted. "My lady, can you tell me of the Chatcaavan justice system?"

"Justice system?" the Slave Queen asked, puzzled. "As in our ways with criminals?"

"Yes," the Ambassador said.

"I suppose we kill them, if they are guilty," the Queen said. "I had not thought much about it."

He ran a hand over his face. "I see."

Laniis kneeled near the Ambassador—not so near as to touch him, but near enough. The Queen had never seen the Seersa so pliant... oh, she kneeled for the Emperor and the males who came through the harem, but never with the grace and peace she showed for the Ambassador. The Queen wondered at this serenity. Were the Eldritch so valued in the Alliance? Or did Laniis merely like him?

"Someone died at supper," he said, then amended, "Rather, the Emperor dispatched someone at supper."

"That is the time usually chosen for executions if they involve a courtier," the Slave Queen said. "Duels also take place during dinner, as it guarantees an audience and the Emperor's oversight."

"No evidence was presented," the Ambassador said.

"It would have been gathered beforehand," the Slave Queen replied. She folded her hands in her lap. "You seem distraught. Is it not so where you come from?"

"You can tell he's distraught?" Laniis asked.

The Slave Queen ducked her head. "He asks strange questions. As if he cannot believe them. I assumed."

"How is dueling different from the Emperor's justice, then?" the Ambassador asked.

"No evidence is required for a duel," the Slave Queen said. "And no warning."

"And duels, too, are to the death," the Ambassador said.

"Among adults, yes," the Slave Queen said. She watched his face; it was still, eyes closed against revealing too much. He knew then that of his face only his eyes betrayed him when he allowed any hint of his mask to slip at all. She said, "Do you now see the folly of remaining in the Empire after your attempt, Ambassador?"

"I must stay," he said. "I will stay."

"What if they kill you?" Laniis whispered.

"Then I will have to hope I am faster with a sword than a dragon is with his hands," he said and straightened, eyes darkening. "I will not leave our people here. And I will not apologize for doing what any male would do for his people."

The Slave Queen cocked her head. "Claim them?"

He stared at her. "Save them. Protect them."

A faint pang in her heart, then... like the ghost of sorrow, that distant, that long deceased. "Males do not protect the weak, Ambassador. They use them, claim them, fight over them and dispose of them when they are done."

His gaze hardened. "Then I will show the males here how a man is supposed to act."

She could not move beneath the intensity of his stare, could only think, pinned into silence, into paralysis, that there was something of a Chatcaavan's strength in that gaze.

"I was thinking... " Laniis said, breaking the quiet. "About the dungeon."

"The what?" the Ambassador said, startled.

"There is a dungeon in this tower, my lord," Laniis said. "A holding cell at its base."

His interest sharpened. "Do you have access to it?"

"We have walked there before," Laniis said. "The guards did not stop us."

"And the base is more accessible than the tower," the Ambassador said.

Laniis said nothing more.

"I see," the Ambassador said. "And I thank you."

"For what?" the Slave Queen asked as he stood and stretched. He was unnaturally long, the alien, and the movement was unfettered and sensual. She wondered at his ease... and at this glimpse into a part of him he'd been hiding.

"For distracting me." He eyed Laniis. "For giving me purpose. I will be back tomorrow. To talk about the plan."

"Of course," the Slave Queen said.

"Good night, ladies."

"Good night, my lord," Laniis said softly. The Slave Queen did not speak; she watched Laniis follow the Ambassador down the stairs with her eyes, with ears that trembled to catch the scuff of his boots on the stone stairs.

The Slave Queen looked, and puzzled. "You told him about the cell."

"Yes," Laniis said. She remained peacefully kneeling, hands on her knees. "He needed to know. If we can get the slaves there it will be easier to steal them away."

"And now you will be involved in this," the Queen said.

Laniis looked at her with large eyes. "Mistress, I have always been involved in this. These are my kind. How can I not help?"

"If it fails—," the Slave Queen began.

"It will not fail," Laniis said.

"If it fails," the Slave Queen continued, "The slaves will most likely die."

"Better a swift death in an escape attempt than a long death on our knees," the girl said.

"And I?" the Slave Queen asked, surprised into the question. "Is that what I am doing?"

"I do not know, Mistress," Laniis said, and bowed her head. "It is not for me to decide for you or any Chatcaavan. You are too different. But the rest of us yearn to belong only to ourselves again. To belong to another without consent erodes us."

"So much that you would prefer death to this," the Slave Queen said.

"Yes," Laniis said, without pause, without thought, and conviction made the softness of her voice incongruous.

"And yet," the Slave Queen said softly, "you kneel to the Ambassador."

"He needs someone to soothe him," Laniis said.

"And so there are still some of you, no matter how much you yearn for freedom, who are soothed by the servitude of others," the Slave Queen said.

Laniis looked up at her with solemn eyes. "To give yourself freely in service to others is not the same as slavery, Mistress."

The Queen rose to her feet and left the alien there. Somehow she found herself at the window and there she tucked herself into one of its cold stone corners, to look out over the broadness of the sky. Servitude, slavery... it was all the same. It was all bowing on hands and knees to the wishes of another, taking into one's body, heart and mind their desires, their needs, their pain and anger. To serve was to be no more than someone's tool, transforming frustration into satiation, wrath into quiet, need into fulfillment. To serve was to be an object. Willing or not.

The Slave Queen thought of her tears dripping from the Ambassador's eyes, and watched the stars fall oh-so-slowly toward the distant horizon. After a few moments, she heard Laniis rise, fur whispering, and pad quietly to the closet and into it. Let her hide with the other aliens, then, if that's where she felt she belonged.

Sleep ambushed the Queen on the window, and she woke cramped and cold near dawn with the distant ground far too close to her clumsy body for comfort. Grasping the sill to keep herself from pitching forward, she found her eyes focused, for once, on the earth below the tower; strangely, she'd never noticed it, the ragged teeth of the cliffs, spattered with the strange colors of what she guessed were mosses: shiny dark purple, a frosted green, the straw yellow of fine wine. The cliffs themselves were red with a lacy edge of white where they met the waters.

And the sea... how could she have never noticed the ocean? Blinking past the crust in her eyes, she began to trace the variations in the waves, the swollen crests, the shifting colors.

Always, she'd assumed that beauty belonged to the skies she could not touch. But suddenly the Slave Queen wondered what the ocean would feel like, if she were to let it touch her feet... splash her legs.

She shook her head and clambered off the windowsill. Such alien thoughts belonged to Khaska and the other Alliance citizens. Her place was in the tower, hanging between ground and sky and able to touch neither.
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Lisinthir ate on the way to the harem the following morning, still distracted by fragments of vivid dreams he couldn't quite recall. He didn't remember finishing the energy bar, but by the time he'd gotten halfway up the tower it was gone and his body was complaining of aches other than hunger. Apparently the rigorous exercise he'd thought he'd undertaken daily at home didn't compare to regular stair-climbing on this level. He stopped to sit on one of the steps and rest. Someone had designed the staircases for this purpose, unless he missed his guess—the stairwells were broad and tall, almost like halls, and the steps were shallow.

He should have woken up completely before leaving. He no longer resided in a place kind enough to ignore him while he gained his bearings. Lisinthir focused on the mosaics on the walls, tracing the sinuous lines of fighting drakes with glinting white teeth.

Footsteps announced the guard before he came into view beneath Lisinthir. The male stopped, spear braced in one hand.

"You are well?"

"Yes," Lisinthir said. "Merely contemplating the loveliness of your art."

The guard stared at him.

Lisinthir waved at the mosaic. "A fascinating technique, no longer used on my world. It has a quaint charm."

The guard moved on. Lisinthir listened as the footsteps receded. He'd noted the guards out of the corner of his eye, but now he put himself to the task of remembering their patrol patterns. There were guards posted at the harem arches, but more of them seemed to rove up and down the tower. How many? When did they switch shifts? Did the same guard walk from tower's top to bottom, or were they assigned to certain flights?

Someone had informed them rapidly of Lisinthir's dispensation to visit the harem. Did that same someone give permission to the Slave Queen and Laniis to go up and down the tower's length so long as they did not leave?

How quickly would the guards die if the cargo-men had to kill them to get the slaves out?

His muscles had progressed past relaxation to cramping on the cold step. Lisinthir rose and resumed his trek. When he reached the tower's pinnacle he did not spot the Slave Queen... but Laniis was awake, and even better, gently drawing Bethsaida from the closet with a loose, long rope of translucent silk.

"My lady!" Lisinthir said, reverting to his native tongue. "You wake!"

She looked at him and gasped, backing away. Laniis glanced from her to the Ambassador, then interposed herself between them. Hastily, the Seersa said, "My lord Nase Galare, your lady is inappropriately dressed to receive you."

"You jest," Lisinthir said in Universal. "She lives, she is on her feet and she worries about being naked?"

"She is still an Eldritch, my lord," the Seersa said in the same tongue. "She has so little dignity left."

Lisinthir looked away, wondering if his cheeks had colored. It was wholly inappropriate for him to feel anger at the heir for fixating on such a relatively trivial thing when she had come so close to death. His only concern had been for her welfare, not for her dishabille.

"Lend her your coat," Laniis said.

"I suspect that will only put her—and myself—in danger," Lisinthir said. "There is a hard road between here and freedom. She must task herself to walking it with us if she wants release."

Bethsaida peered from behind the Seersa, arms crossed over her breasts and a fearful expression on her delicate face. "What do you say to her?" the heir asked, her words black with abject terror. "Speak words I understand."

"I say to her that you will have to be stronger if you want to survive our attempt to liberate you, Princess," Lisinthir said. "Crueler eyes than mine are evaluating your naked body. Ignore them."

"I do not mind the cruel eyes as much as I mind the eyes of an Eldritch and a vassal," she said with a shiver. "Do you not remember our customs?"

He had to search his memory to guess what she alluded to... surely she didn't mean the fairy tale stories about men being honor-bound to wed the women they espied undressed? "Those are stories, lady."

"Stories have truth in them," she said.

"Do not fear," he said. "I have no plans to marry you. Nor, I assure you, am I even thinking lascivious thoughts."

She stared at him with round eyes, and her trembling lower lip wasn't enough warning for the sudden sobs that choked her. "No man will want me now that I have been foully used!"

Lisinthir lifted a hand and let it drop to his side. He could not touch her to comfort her... and in truth, he didn't know what to say. Their queen had never married and seemed no poorer for it. And as the heir, Bethsaida would have no lack of suitors, even if she had been compromised... which Lisinthir didn't think she had been. Not that way, at least.

"Ah, so she is awake enough to cry," the Slave Queen said from the arch to the bathing chambers, the sibilance of Chatcaavan surprising after the liquid length of the Eldritch tongue. "Perhaps that is a good sign. Laniis, tell her to make less noise while weeping or she will attract unwanted attention."

"Now?" Lisinthir asked. "Are people so close?"

"If there is anyone in the lower harem, the sound will carry through the windows," the Slave Queen said. The Chatcaavan turned, clasping her elbows and studying the cowering Eldritch woman. Beside Bethsaida, the Queen was a model of composure... built perhaps from years of resignation rather than true peace, but still self-contained. Her lack of clothing seemed more nudity than nakedness—or perhaps he should be honest and admit that he couldn't quite decide how to react to her exposed chest when it was masculine in its flatness, but feminine in how she held herself. The lacy wings, the long limbs, the arched neck... all graceful beneath the pressure of the harem.

And across from her, Bethsaida, limbs akimbo and tears streaking her alabaster face.

"Better," the Slave Queen said, having distracted the girl into quiet. She turned to Lisinthir. "You return again."

"The guards," Lisinthir said. "What do you know of their patterns?"

The Queen tucked her head back, eyes widening. Surprise? Disquiet? Curiosity? He found the males far easier to guess at than the females, with their demure masks. "I... had not thought to look, Ambassador."

"Yet they did not stop you when you went to examine the dungeon," he continued.

"No," the Queen said. "This is my tower, I suppose. Insomuch as anything can be mine."

"We could test," Laniis said. "I could try walking down to the dungeon alone to see if they stop me."

"Why would you do that?" the Slave Queen asked.

"Because you sent me?" Laniis said. "Surely they will not care more than that. And if they do... " The Seersa shrugged. "What can they do to me that they have not already done?"

Lisinthir felt a chill through him at the words. "It is a risk, but a necessary one," he said. "If you are willing, do it."

Laniis nodded.

"So your plan is...?" the Queen asked.

"To have Laniis lead the slaves to the dungeon for apparent safe-keeping during the presentation. To have the cargo-men who are delivering my chest to do so, and on their way back down stop by the dungeon, release the prisoners and smuggle them out with them." Lisinthir shrugged—an Eldritch shrug, a bare hitch of one shoulder. "It is only the draft of a plan, but there are parts of it I will not know."

"You expect cargo-men to succeed in extricating the Emperor's newest toys from the harem tower?" the Slave Queen asked him, pupils swelling to fat ovals.

"They will not be mere cargo-men, I assure you," Lisinthir said. "Just as Laniis is no mere translator."

The Slave Queen glanced sharply at Laniis, who looked away.

"All these secrets," the Slave Queen said, then twisted her hand to-and-fro. "Keep them. The less I know, the less I will be punished." She turned her back on them, wings tapping together at the base, and climbed onto the window.

Lisinthir turned from her to Laniis and switched to Universal. "I hesitate to ask anything of you, lady. It has been a long time since you've been Fleet."

The Seersa's ears sealed back against her hair and her eyes grew anguished so quickly he regretted the words. "I tried to stay Fleet. By the Speaker-Singer, Lord Nase Galare, I tried in the beginning. But there was no way out, and they—gave me reason to fear trying again."

He shook his head. "I did not mean to insinuate anything, lady. You could not have done it alone. Not even the most impressive of agents could have done it alone." His glance lit on Bethsaida, who had used the narrow translucent scarf to cover herself as best she could. "And you did the job you were sent to do. You were to investigate a possible smuggling... and here you are in time to help me fix it. You placed yourself well."

Laniis grimaced. "My lord, you give me too much credit. I have spent most of this year on my stomach being raped and beaten and trying not to lose my sanity, not planning to undermine the Empire from within."

"Nevertheless," Lisinthir said, holding her gaze and letting the words gather the weight they needed to calm her, "I cannot do this without you."

She nodded. "Then I will make my trek to the tower's base and tell you what I observe, my lord."

"Thank you."

She drew in a long breath. "Get me out of this hell, my lord. That will be thanks enough."

"I will," Lisinthir said.
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When he returned to his rooms, he needed a hot bath to convince his lower body not to disown him. Had all the previous ambassadors been forced to walk up and down the towers? None of them had mentioned such severe exercise to him...

...perhaps they had never been invited to the tops of the palace.

The hot water soothed his joints. By the time he pulled himself from the pool he was ready for the imposition that awaited him in the study, the one he almost missed on the journey from the bathroom to the bedroom wardrobe. Slowing, he turned his head and found a stranger standing next to his desk, examining its contents.

Tucking his bathrobe around himself, Lisinthir said, "Whoever you are, you were apparently not important enough to be informed that I am only available when the red scarf flies from the perch. You intrude. Be gone."

"I am Third's Hand," the male said. "I have come to introduce myself as commanded by the Emperor."

"Third's Hand? What, are you an extension of his body?" Lisinthir asked, leaning on the door jamb.

"Yes," the Hand said. "I do his work. You will speak with me on matters of trade."

"I was under the impression that trade was Third's bailiwick," Lisinthir said. "Unless something unfortunate has befallen him, I will be speaking to him about trade."

The male stared at him, unblinking. "Former ambassadors have spoken with me."

"But Third is the Emperor's chosen in this matter," Lisinthir said.

"Yes," the Hand replied. "But I am an extension of Third."

"I don't speak to lackeys. Particularly lackeys who break into my study when I have made it obvious I am not receiving and rifle through my desk while they impose. Get out of here, Body-part."

Hand's teeth flared, white against dark brown lips. "I speak for Third."

"And I speak for the Alliance when I say you're not good enough to speak for Third. Third will speak for himself, or I will take it up with Second—or the Emperor. Don't make me ask you to leave again."

The Hand's tail whipped from one side to the other... then he backed toward the balcony.

"Tell your master not to insult me again," Lisinthir said, turning away.

"No male is my master!" the Hand cried and dove for him. Startled, Lisinthir leaped out of the way and slammed the bedroom door on the Hand's face. As claws scrabbled on stone tiles outside, Lisinthir lunged for the sword on his chest and flung the sheath off its blade, whirling just in time to face the Hand as the Chatcaavan skidded in through the bathroom door. The Hand's gaze darted to the sword, then back to Lisinthir's face.

"Don't make me scar you," Lisinthir said. "You might have more weapons than I do, but my reach is longer."

The Hand stepped back once, hissing.

"Leave," Lisinthir said, letting shock transform into anger. "And don't step foot in my chambers again."

The Hand said, "I am no male's slave."

"Leave," Lisinthir said, and this time the Hand's gaze wavered. The male withdrew. Lisinthir followed him through the bathroom, into the adjoining study and all the way to the balcony. It wasn't until the male vaulted into the sky and vanished into the deepening cloud cover that he began to shake.

Lisinthir dropped into the chair behind his desk, slumping. His stomach had tightened unto cramping, his shoulders were not much better and the taste of bile burned the back of his throat. Would the Hand have killed him? Would the Chatcaava have excused him for reacting to what had been—to the Chatcaava, at least—a mortal insult?

His data tablet chose that moment to chirp. Lisinthir rose on trembling legs and staggered into the bedroom to answer.

/Two days/, were the first words that appeared, cautiously shaded silver for optimism.

Lisinthir forced himself to steady his hands before writing, /I believe I can manage two days. And I have developed a plan./

/Speak, far-cousin, please./

Lisinthir described the plan as it existed and added, /I am abetted by a vixen lost by her superiors. Soot points on argent./

/Hold a moment.... I am told that this is welcome news, far-cousin. This snow-ember had been given up for dead. If you have her at your side the chances of success are greater./

/We shall need every helpmeet we might gather/, Lisinthir wrote.

/Far-cousin, I have packed your chest. It contains all that an Eldritch would be expected to have. But be assured that I know that you are more than this./

"More than this," was shaded unexpectedly in Shadowed mode—something that would normally indicate sarcasm or doubt. /I look forward to the chest's contents/, Lisinthir said. /I will unpack it swiftly, since it will indubitably be searched after our deception is uncovered. And please, do not ask again if I am certain about staying, far-cousin. Even across space I can see the question forming at your finger-tips./

/Very well. We trust you, far-cousin. In two days, expect your cargo./

/I look forward to it./
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That evening, Laniis darted up the stairs. "Mistress, they are coming, and the Ambassador has not sent word! It is not yet time!"

The Slave Queen rose, struggling with sudden fear. "We must delay them."

"How?"

"I don't know—" the Slave Queen said and choked off the rest of her words as Third appeared at the top of the landing with his Hand and two guards.

How she hated Third, with his waxy yellow-gray scales and his small, scheming eyes. Everything about him screamed his low upbringing. He'd been born to a noble family from some other world, a son of kings, and still he managed to give off the air that he hadn't a solid bone in his body. His Hand was not much better—and from the clench of that male's jaw, the Hand was in even worse a mood than Third.

"Where is the furless white slave?" Third said. She heard the hunger in his voice. "The Emperor sends for her... for a personal interview. She is due for evaluation and discipline."

"She is indisposed," the Slave Queen said, stepping in front of them. "Her discipline will have to wait until she is better."

"Oh, yes, indisposed," Third said. He caught her jaw in his fingers and squeezed the joint until it sent a warning pang down her neck. "That's what they all say when they'd prefer not to service their betters. You, furry slave. Go fetch her. I don't care how indisposed she is."

When Laniis didn't move, Third scowled. "Are you deaf, creature? GO." He waved his Hand forward without releasing the Slave Queen. "Attend her, Hand, since she is obviously dumb."

"Aye, greatness," the Hand said with a grin similar to his master's. The Slave Queen's mind raced, but she could think of no way to stop Third.

"We have not had much time together lately, slave," Third said contemplatively while digging his claws into her flesh, just beneath her eye. "I have missed you. I have had cause lately to realize that there are few people who handle pain well, and each is to be treasured."

The Slave Queen quailed at the greed in his regard. The Emperor had infrequently given her to Third, but even once was too much. The last time... she shuddered beneath his grip, despairing at the pleasure her fear evoked in Third.

But then some part of her remembered the absolute stillness of the Ambassador, even under duress... how he had faced the sight of the Eldritch female in chains without revealing the depth of his worry. She tasked herself to the same control and suppressed fierce triumph when Third began to scowl. He pressed his talons deeper against her cheek, inspiring a bead of blood. She continued to hold her mask in place, felt claw-tip dig into her flesh until her eye began to blink of its own accord. And still she resisted, and wondered if she would lose her eye to Third's sadism.

A crash sounded from the other room. Third's hand flew from her face to her neck. Hauling the Slave Queen behind him, he stormed into the bathing chamber and found Laniis, his Hand and the Eldritch girl struggling on the ground. Elbows and knees flashed, and the sharp smacks of palm against flesh filled the room.

"What is this? Can't you grab a single slave and carry her away?" Third seized Laniis by the tail and then the waist, throwing her bodily from the fray. "I had no idea the creature had so much spirit," he said as he reached for the Eldritch, and the Slave Queen heard the rise of his particular interest in the heat of his voice just as he wrapped a hand around a white ankle.

The Eldritch screamed. The Slave Queen had never heard such abject horror in her life, and despite her shock at the sudden noise the Chatcaavan was not surprised to see the female go limp. Somehow such a scream demanded the release of consciousness, if only out of kindness.

"What did you do to her?" Third snarled.

"I didn't do anything!" his Hand replied, bristling. "She screamed when you touched her, not me."

"Wake her up," Third said, whirling to face the Slave Queen. Startled to be addressed, the Queen kneeled with little grace beside the female and examined her face. Pressing her fingers to the female's neck, The Queen fumbled for a pulse where she'd seen it on the Ambassador's neck and almost missed it, so slow and irregular was it. The white skin had taken on a gray cast and sucked all the warmth from her fingertips.

"This one-your-lesser doesn't think she-your-lesser can be roused," the Chatcaavan said, silently blessing Third for whatever heinous acts he'd been contemplating when he touched the female. Surely they had been the cause of her faint. "At least, not immediately. Her-your-lesser mind is very fragile, my-better."

"We can take the others," the Hand said.

"The Emperor doesn't want the others, idiot," Third said. "He wants the furless white one." He leaned over and slapped the Eldritch across the face without result. He tried again, and again.

"This-one-your-lesser begs you to stop!" the Slave Queen exclaimed, flaring her wings and holding out her hands. "You-my-better will not wake her-your-lesser with beatings! She-your-lesser needs rest to recuperate! The Exalted Emperor must be told that she-your-lesser is indisposed."

"The Emperor will break off my horns if I return without her. I'll take her body and he can rape that if he wants."

The Slave Queen bared her teeth. "If you-my-better pick her-your-lesser up she-your-lesser will sink deeper into catatonia... perhaps never to rise from it. Do you-my-better wish to be responsible for that tragedy?"

Third hesitated.

"Send the Hand with the news," the Slave Queen said, earning a baleful glare from that unfortunate, trying everything possible to distract Third: the novelty of her giving him orders would surely suffice, "and send for the Surgeon, since he is now necessary." She glanced at Laniis's unmoving body. "And if this one's personal attendant has been injured, the only slave to survive the first clutch you-my-better procured, the Exalted Emperor will be much displeased."

Third snorted. "As if I would take orders from a female," he said. "Come, Hand. Let us leave these breakable toys to their nest. We will convince the Emperor they are not worth his attention tonight."

The Hand looked uncertain, but his anger had subsided; accompanying his master anywhere was a better fate than having to explain alone to an irate Emperor why they'd failed to fetch his requested toys. The Slave Queen watched them depart with disgust, then went to Laniis's side. The Seersa had curled into a tight ball.

"Laniis?" the Queen whispered. "It's safe, they're gone. Tell me you are not hurt."

"I'm fine, Mistress," the Seersa replied in a small voice. "Just a little bruised." She uncoiled, limb by limb, until she was on her hands and knees. "The girl... she started resisting the Hand when he came in, so I tried to separate them—"

"And then Third touched her," the Slave Queen said with a sigh. "I'm not sure whether to laugh or scream. The Emperor won't want to use her for any test tonight, but this was not how I anticipated delaying the demonstration!" She went back to the Eldritch's side, Laniis following, and crouched next to her. "Do you think she will die?"

"I don't know," Laniis said, worry crimping her eyes and framing her mouth with lines. "I know so little about the Eldritch. Few people do."

"Find the other two," the Slave Queen said. "I will move her someplace more comfortable."

Laniis nodded and scampered away, leaving the Queen to the task of gathering the Eldritch's frail body in her arms and carrying her to a divan in the antechamber. She arranged the female onto a mound of pillows and covered her with several blankets, but still her skin did not warm. Had it not been for her slow heartbeat, the Queen would have thought her dying for certain.

Laniis brought both of the other females. The Tam-illee took one look at the Eldritch and burst into tears, babbling something only the Seersa and the Malari could understand. The Slave Queen ignored them both and backed away; Laniis stepped in between them and attempted to talk to them, but everything she said only increased their distress. The conversation didn't seem to have an end, and they were making so much noise the Slave Queen didn't hear the footsteps on the stairwell.

"As you can see, Exalted Emperor, she is unconscious," Third's voice said from the landing. Startled, the Slave Queen jumped in front of the divan as the Emperor appeared off the stairwell, stalking toward the Eldritch. He halted at the female's side and stared down at her.

"So I see," the Emperor said after a moment. His yellow eyes narrowed. "I also see something new, Third." His clawed fingertips traced the edge of the Eldritch's jaw, firming into a grip on her chin. He tilted her face this way, then that, before gently releasing it and turning to Third. The Slave Queen barely saw the blow that knocked Third to the floor, so swiftly did it fly. Nor was it the last—a flurry of raking slaps, ending with the Emperor trapping one of Third's hands beneath a taloned foot and pressing it against the unforgiving stone floor. Third twitched beneath the pressure, hissing. Calmly, the Emperor squeezed until the Slave Queen heard a pop, and then a second.

"Your hands, Third," the Emperor said. "In the future, you will keep them to yourself unless I give you permission."

"She is just a wingless freak, Exalted," Third rasped from the ground, voice wire-thin with pain. "There are more like her to be found."

"Yes, there are. But this one is my wingless freak, and you will not beat her without my permission. Now get out of my sight."

Third scrambled to his feet, seething but also cradling his new injury. He left with only a little too much haste with his Hand on his heels, wings tightly folded to present as narrow a profile as possible to the Emperor's predatory eyes.

The Emperor gazed for several more minutes on the still face of the Eldritch female, then waved the Slave Queen over. She joined him and slid to her hands and knees, bending her neck to him. He did not immediately touch her; when he did, his fingers trailed down to her mane, tangling in it. She wondered at the softness of his touch, remembered the peculiar thing he'd said to the Ambassador in Second's presence. He had called her one of his treasures.

One of his treasures. Did it mean he thought of her as more than chattel?

"You believe she is damaged permanently?" he asked.

The Slave Queen hesitated. To tell the truth might see her beaten now—to tell a falsehood, later. Best to face it now. "Most Exalted master," she whispered, "this one does not know. But she is gravely endangered, and it may be that she will not rise from it. If she does, it will not be easily."

"And this began because of Third," the Emperor said.

"Master, she was on her feet and speaking before Third touched her. His grasp caused her to scream and fall into this state."

"Merely his touch," the Emperor said. "It is as the Ambassador said, then... they are as fragile as they look."

The Slave Queen said nothing, not trusting the gentle touch in her mane; it only proved the Emperor's mind was elsewhere.

"He is solely responsible for this," the Emperor said. "And he will be punished accordingly. You—" and the word was unvarnished, not demeaning her, nor favoring, "you will see her healed."

"Yes, Master," she replied, and became pliable as he bent her backward to take out his anger on her unresisting body.
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Not all Chatcaavan court suppers involved executions, Lisinthir was glad to see... only the stultifying boredom that gave him too much time to run over the plan for flaws. He ate mechanically, barely noting the breeze or the way the alien pollen twinkled where it landed on the backs of his gloves. The high sky and the distant moons were still new, but not engaging enough to drag him out of his thoughts—it took several whispers on the part of a discreet server to do that.

"The Emperor requires your presence after dinner in his rooms," the server said.

Lisinthir glanced at the center table. The Emperor was not watching him—he and Second were speaking, heads close and ducked together. A nod dismissed the server, leaving Lisinthir to wonder whether his sudden lack of appetite was fear or a respectable urge to face battle on an empty stomach.

No guide escorted him up the long flights of stairs this time, though the posted guards followed his progress with their slit pupils. They were arrogant, these Chatcaava... or they believed themselves so strong they did not fear him wandering alone. He would have to go exploring and see how far he got before being stopped.

At the top of the tower, Lisinthir stopped to compose himself. No one offered to announce him, so he knocked and braved the suite when the Chatcaavan called, "Enter."

The Emperor was pacing—no, not quite that. Prowling suited better. He prowled in front of the balcony with its open windows, black silhouette against purple sky, his robe swishing around his legs. Lisinthir was not yet accustomed to the force of presence the drake projected in enclosed spaces and stood by the door, holding the distance between them. From there he bowed, aware of the crinkle of leather near his breast where he rested his cupped hand. Poor protection, that, so why did he fight to keep from clenching his fingers? "Most Exalted. You honor me with your invitation."

"This is business," the Emperor said. "Sit."

The brusque manner was new. Lisinthir walked into the suite with an ease he didn't feel and sat as commanded, never letting his gaze break from the male who continued to pace. The frustrated energy of it seemed purely physical, as if the Emperor contained too much to keep still. Lisinthir watched this display for several minutes before the Emperor finally whirled on him and spoke.

"Your kind are fragile."

A rhetorical question or a statement? Lisinthir said, "I recall saying so."

"Why?" the Emperor said. "I thought the Alliance soft enough. The discovery that there are softer creatures that are still sapient is a revelation."

"I'm not sure that is a question that has an answer," Lisinthir said. "Why are the Chatcaava hard?"

"Because we were meant to hold the universe, of course," the Emperor said.

"A matter of opinion," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor paused, as if surprised, and then laughed. Once again seemed the male Lisinthir had first met. "Which is why you are here, yes? Second tells me you will not allow yourself to be called a wingless freak. And I have a tale through Third that you threatened his Hand with a sword."

"Third's Hand let himself into my chambers like a common thief," Lisinthir said. "Of course I threatened him. You wonder if all Eldritch are soft. I wonder if all Chatcaava are rude."

"And your females die beneath you, bearing your children," the Emperor said.

"Often," Lisinthir replied, fighting unease.

"And yet you bother with them."

"We could hardly survive without them," Lisinthir said dryly.

"I would be displeased to lose my treasure too quickly," the Emperor said. "And yet I wonder if she will be any fun at all."

It slipped out before he could censor it. "Pardon my insolence, Exalted, but your notion of fun is offensive."

The Emperor paused, then stalked closer, bringing that predatory aura with him. "You do not enjoy games of the flesh, Ambassador?"

Lisinthir forced himself not to blink, not to look away. "Not with the unwilling."

"But with the willing?" the Emperor pressed.

"Those are different stories," Lisinthir said.

"And the game of the unwilling being made into the willing?"

The male had come uncomfortably close; the force of his presence found the few places Lisinthir's skin was exposed and radiated there, like an unwelcome sun. He would not be able to bear it long without flinching. "Was there a specific reason the Emperor requested my presence?" Lisinthir said.

"No," the Emperor said. "I just wondered at the frailty of your females. Tell me, Ambassador, what punishment do you exact from those who render your females unusable?"

Lisinthir's heart stumbled, leaped to catch up with itself. "It depends on the crime, Exalted One. But few of them are pleasant."

"Like?" the Emperor asked.

Lisinthir said, "We may imprison him for many years."

The ridges above the Emperor's eyes lifted, gathering more light into the pool of his yellow irises. "And this is your idea of excruciating punishment?"

"I don't know about excruciating," Lisinthir said. "But it is unpleasant."

The Emperor stroked his claws, an act that should have seemed effeminate and instead drew attention to the menace that waited in the male's bare hand. He murmured to himself, "I shall have to find a new toy. A sturdier replacement." The Emperor turned a long, assessing stare on Lisinthir then... and his slow smile was even worse.

"Thank you for your time, Ambassador. You have given me much to consider. You may go."

Lisinthir rose and bowed, let himself out. He stood on the stairwell and gazed blankly at the facing wall. The frailty of females... such interest in them, in the crimes against them.

Something had happened to Bethsaida.

Lisinthir headed for the harem tower, trying not to worry. If Bethsaida had died, surely the Emperor would have made some cutting comment about it. It had to be a minor set-back. Some inconvenience that kept him from using her the way he wanted, to punish Lisinthir, to cow him into fleeing the Empire. All would be well. All must be well.

He gained the final steps up the harem's tower and stood at the topmost landing and the sense of wrongness and despondency infected him immediately. The Slave Queen's sagging frame next to the divan with its bundle of unmoving blankets... the blood drained from his face and hands so quickly his skin pebbled with gooseflesh even under his gloves. He approached as the Slave Queen twisted to look at him with somber orange eyes, but he could barely see her for the wreck of Bethsaida, could barely hear but the hissing whisper of his own breath, coming too quickly.
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Of course he was here. Of course he knew, somehow.

"Is she going to die?" the Slave Queen asked in a small voice.

The Ambassador settled on the stool beside the girl's divan with a grace that seemed the more poignant for the dismay in his eyes. His hair shifted in glimmering strands around his shoulders as he pressed a hand against his chest and leaned over the girl, whispering something in their too-fluid language.

"Ambassador?" the Slave Queen said again, when the silence grew too deep for comfort. She had never witnessed him in such a state of obvious distress.

"Pardon me, lady," the Ambassador said, lifting his haunted gaze to hers. "You said something and I heard you not."

"Will she live?" the Queen asked again.

He looked at the Eldritch female's slack face. "I don't know," he said. "I have rarely seen one of my people so completely reduced. I've heard that too severe a mental blow and a person might never wake, but I have never actually met someone in such dire estate." He ran one hand over the other, gloves wrinkling, gathering shadows. "We do not touch one another, we Eldritch. We are trained so. How came she so, lady?"

"Third touched her," the Slave Queen said. "Merely a touch. And she fell into this state."

"Third touched her," the Ambassador repeated.

"He is... " She stopped. How to find words for Third's evil? "Perverse beyond good taste."

The Ambassador's eyes narrowed.

She continued, "Do you truly believe she is beyond aid? Because if so we have a new problem."

"That being?" he asked briskly. He had marshaled his voice back under his command, though she could still see the tenderness of his horror in his eyes.

"The Emperor expects me to return her to health so she can be used as planned in his test of you," the Slave Queen said. "If I cannot actually do this... "

"I fear it would require a mind healer at this point," the Ambassador said.

"Then we must find some other plan," the Slave Queen said, her shoulders and wings drooping, and the depth of her disappointment surprised her even as it crushed her mood.

"Perhaps not," the Eldritch said after a moment. "If we can hide her, then you can play her part as a convalescent."

"That would give the Emperor more time to contrast me with her," the Slave Queen said, her entire body trembling. "The ruse may not survive such scrutiny."

"Perhaps not," the Ambassador said, "but she will not survive this place, my lady. We must do something."

"The risk is greater," the Slave Queen said. This cold in her marrows... this was fear. It was filling the hollow bones of her ribs. One encounter with the Emperor so wrapped in his blood-lust and violence that he wouldn't think to examine her was chancy enough; to pretend at the Eldritch's role for longer than that, trapped in a bed where he might visit her to ascertain her condition....

There was no precedent in the Queen's memory for a Slave Queen who Changed shape to derail her Emperor's political ploys. She knew what had happened to Slave Queens who'd tried to become involved in the politics of males, though, without adding Changing to their list of crimes. The current Emperor might find coming up with appropriate torture for her tiresome and simply execute her. She would be lucky in such case, and she did not trust luck.

"I can't do it," the Slave Queen said, rising from her reverie. She looked across the bed at the Ambassador. "It will not work. The risk is too great."

He did not attack her, as a Chatcaavan would have to procure her obedience. He did not even bluster, as she'd observed so many other Alliance dignitaries attempting at court. Instead, he turned his palm upward and began slipping the loops off the pearls that secured his glove. Mesmerized, she watched as he undid each, revealing more of his pale flesh, until at last he slid the leather free. Shaking the ruffles of his blouse onto his palm covered it, just a little, with lace... but as he reached for her hand, she couldn't help but feel that fragile layer was no protection against her feelings. He had to know the fear that shook her so, and yet he did this thing. She couldn't deny him; resting her hesitant palm on his, she shivered at his strength, at the conviction with which he grasped all her fear, her regret, her sorrow. Without flinching. Without a quiver. Without even looking away.

Holding her hand, cupping her feelings in his fingers, the Ambassador said, "Please, my lady. Please."

"I'm afraid," she whispered.

"I know," he said. Then a smile flickered over part of his mouth. "So am I."

The Slave Queen looked again at the ashen face of the Eldritch female, the blankets barely moving over her thin chest. "She cannot free herself, can she," the Queen said softly.

"No," the Ambassador said. "And though it's debatable whether we can either, we are her only chance."

The Slave Queen pulled her fingers free and rubbed them, averting her eyes. Of their own accord, her hands curled into fists. She stood. "Laniis!"

The Seersa appeared at the arch into the chamber.

"Come. There is a new plan. We must find a place to hide the female."
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The following morning Lisinthir woke before dawn, chased out of sleep by nightmares without faces, by the smell of blood in his dreams. Exhausted, he dressed and checked his messages, finding only one that read, /Tomorrow they will be in your area. The delivery will be made when you call./

Good enough. He would only have to make it through today.

He tasked himself to reading the material that had been left on his desk... mostly protocol documents on life in the palace and how he was expected to comport himself among the Chatcaava. Halfway through it, a servant brought lunch through the interior door, and Lisinthir ate it without paying it much mind. As the afternoon deepened, he hung the scarf, curious as to what it might bring him; he did not have to wait long. Unlike the other males that had visited him, this one did not engage in any dramatics—his landing had efficiency, but not grace. His dress was also more pragmatic than sartorial, and his gaze when it leveled on Lisinthir's held no aggression or assessment.

"I was asked to introduce myself to you," he said. "I am the Crown Surgeon."

"I am pleased to make your acquaintance," Lisinthir said. "Though I admit I am mystified. You are a doctor?"

"Yes," the male said. "I will escort you to the clinic so that you may find it in the future."

Lisinthir paused. "I am not sure I will have time to walk anywhere and return to dress for supper."

"You may dress now," the male said. When Lisinthir didn't move, he said, "I will not use what I see against you. I am Outside."

The word had obvious weight; naturally his briefing materials had contained not a reference to it. Lisinthir said, "You speak metaphorically."

The Crown Surgeon cocked a brow ridge. His eyes were a startling green. "It means I am not obliged politically to any male."

"Not even the Emperor," Lisinthir said.

"Not even," the male said. "Surgeons are needed by every male, nearly every day. We do not need patronage. We heal. I warn you of a single exception."

"That being?"

"I will cure your wounds of honor, but not your wounds of treason," the surgeon said.

"And that means...?" Lisinthir asked, perplexed.

"I will treat you for whatever wounds are inflicted on you by those who believe you worthy of a male's treatment," the Surgeon said. "If you sustain wounds that only aliens sustain, I will not heal you."

"I see," Lisinthir said, though he did not and the male's words made him uneasy. "You will pardon me while I prepare for supper."

"Yes," the male said, and sat on the edge of the balcony. He showed no interest in looking behind him, not even when Lisinthir generated a little experimental noise. With a shrug, Lisinthir went to his bath. Doctors were strange in every country... the Empire seemed no exception. He showered, bathed, and went through the ritual of donning the complicated Eldritch garb before rejoining the male in the study. Pulling on his gloves, he said, "You will naturally show me a way to the clinic that does not require flying."

The male stared at him. Apparently he had no sense of humor.

"I am ready," Lisinthir prompted.

The journey to the clinic was as arduous as Lisinthir had expected. What he didn't expect was to find the clinic very close to the Emperor's tower on the ground floor of an adjacent tower. The mosaic lining its portal depicted acts of astonishing violence. Blood spurted in ungainly arcs from writhing Chatcaavan males, glinting a malevolent alizarin crimson. Dead Chatcaava were depicted in twisted rigor mortis, contorted limbs somehow the more grotesque for the stylization. Still more males with contents spilling from opened stomachs staggered across the exterior wall, and the beautiful metallic green and umber paint used on the mosaic tiles struck Lisinthir as utterly incongruous.

"A warning," the Surgeon said of the mosaics, passing through the portal. It had no doors.

Lisinthir followed and found himself in a waiting area, a tall, arched room patterned with more gruesome death scenes. Some were almost comical in their exaggeration. All of them oppressed the spirit. A door separated this room from whatever lay beyond, and a small window showed only the head and horns of a reading male who did not lift his eyes at their entrance.

"If you are in need, come here. Speak to Triage." The Surgeon pointed toward the window-framed male with the tip of his nose. "He will begin the process. Remember, body—" That a peculiar word choice, excising all personality and soul from Lisinthir and leaving him nothing more than meat, "I will treat only the wounds of honor. Do not come crawling here poisoned or ill."

"I will not tax you," Lisinthir said.

The Surgeon turned and passed through that door without any visible method of unlocking it. The Chatcaava hid their technology along with their savagery... it made him wonder what state their medicine was in. And why they thought he would need it.

Uncomfortable, Lisinthir left the tower with its dark decor and followed the winding path back to the Field. There he took his outsider's cushion and ate his meal mechanically, not even aware of the breeze or the conversation near him. Was the doctor always introduced to the Alliance Ambassador? Or was this a threat of some kind?

As the server brought in the final course, a flavored ice that somehow reminded Lisinthir of both mint and lime, the Emperor stood.

"I had planned a special entertainment for today, but unfortunately it has been postponed due to an unfortunate incident. But it has been rescheduled for two nights hence, and it will be of sufficient splendor that I will leave my throne entirely to hold it at arm's length. While I am on the floor, Second and the Throneworld Thorn will guard my place."

The pause there almost seemed planned—indeed, the Emperor looked toward Third before that male stood and said, "Exalted, may I speak?"

The Emperor nodded.

"I have always stood guard at Second's side. Have I been set aside to... perhaps... take part in the proceedings?"

"Alas, Third, you have been set aside because you have displeased me."

That was blunt. No Eldritch monarch would ever say anything so obvious in front of an entire court.

"You may escort the slave to the proceedings, but once you have done so I expect you to guard my spaceport. Perhaps if the Ambassador's shuttle arrives you might offer hospitality. Or if it does not, you may merely pace the perimeter. Luck might bring you a trespasser to kill. That would please me."

Lisinthir's fingers curled in on the napkin in his lap.

Another male stood. "May I speak, Exalted?"

The Emperor turned his back on Third, who sat abruptly. Lisinthir could almost sense the male's shock and outrage from here.

"If we-your-humble-servants may know, Exalted, what special entertainment have you planned?"

"Why, I will take the Eldritch slave," the Emperor said, and this time he looked at Lisinthir. "She is due to know her master."

Calmly, Lisinthir stood and met the Emperor's eyes, and despite the touch that had taught him so much about the Chatcaava he saw nothing in that gaze he could understand, nothing he could grasp... only a reptilian blank. But he didn't blink, and he remained standing long enough to make it clear that he felt no fear.

Then he turned his back on the Emperor as the Emperor had on Third and walked off the Field. He wanted to run, but he refused. Even out of sight of the court, he didn't run. Surely the guards would note the Ambassador acting erratically. The Emperor would question them. Was he running? Did he vomit? Was he weeping? Especially, did he weep?

Under rigid control, Lisinthir returned to his suite. He undressed in the dark, tossing his clothing onto the rumpled bed, and walked into the bathing chamber. There he slid into the water, his muscles drawing taut at the sudden heat. Hidden beneath the clouds of steam, he allowed himself the luxury of fear and hopelessness. What kind of ally was the Empire that it could expect to torture an Alliance citizen in public in the presence of the Alliance Ambassador? Why did the Alliance maintain such a useless relationship? Or had it begun better and deteriorated to this? Had all the previous ambassadors shied from objection to suggestions, each more leading than the next, until at last they had reached this ugly place?

No doubt the Emperor expected him to let this insult pass as every other before him had. And it was in his interests to allow the Emperor to make that assumption... and console himself with the knowledge that he was planning no such cowardice.

Except now the plan had a kink. Third guarding the spaceport added an unpredictable variable. All Lisinthir could be sure of was that Third would be bored and angry, and bored and angry superiors without specific duties were the worst kind. He would have to find a way to neutralize Third on the night of the testing... or, alas, ask for help.
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The Slave Queen's false convalescence began easily enough. After Laniis explained the scheme to the other two slaves, the Queen simply resolved to take the Eldritch's place on the divan whenever they had guests. They moved the female to a secluded corner of the bathing chamber, mounding her with folded blankets so that only someone stopping to examine would see anything other than a heap of linens. She did not wake during this operation.

The Queen remained in her true shape when alone but she did practice the Change, which could be sped with repetition. All three aliens avoided her while she paced, crouched and forced herself Eldritch, then stood and tried to find her bearings as quickly as possible. It exhausted her, the constant exercise, and wearing the quicker Eldritch metabolism for even a few minutes gave her hunger pangs at unlikely times.

Exhausted by her fifth passage to and from Eldritch shape, the Slave Queen perched on the windowsill and stared out at the view... at the sea, this time, her eyes falling downward. Too much time in the Eldritch state made her feel queasy with weakness. Such sensitive skin, such a delicate body, that the weight of her own hair could make her neck ache! Her bones in that shape were all solid, and still she felt fragile, breakable. Was it any better to be a male Eldritch? How did they survive with such pathetically frail shells?

Her eyes traced the crossing waves and she shivered, and so engrossed was she in her thoughts and the patterns of the ocean waters that the Ambassador's voice surprised her.

"What do you look at, my lady?"

She twisted her head to look at him; he had come to stand at the window closest to hers, and the wind was tousling loose strands of his pale hair as he gazed outside. Turning back to the horizon, she said, "The outside. It is my comfort."

And saying it, she was surprised to find it was true. So often she'd sat in a misery, staring at clouds and longing to fly, and yet she would have been more miserable to be barred the sight of the sky.

"The outside," he said. "Is it outside that comforts you... or the thought of being Outside?"

Surprised, the Slave Queen said, "I did not know you understood such words, Ambassador."

"I was introduced the concept recently," he said. "Yesterday before supper. So do you know which it is that comforts you?"

She looked away from his face, which was now both alien and familiar. Less like a wingless freak and more like a person's. A person with an unfathomable soul, for who could truly understand what moved such delicate beings? "I am already Outside, Ambassador... as much as a Chatcaavan can be."

"As am I," he said. "And I need to be inside, somehow."

She tilted her head. "You are an alien, you-my-better. For you there is no inside."

"Don't call me that, please," he said.

"It is only the truth." She leaned against the sill, trying not to feel the weight of the wings that, while mutilated, were still at least wings. "And you should be gladsome, Ambassador. To be inside is to suffer, and you would not live through the suffering."

"We'll see," he said. "But other matters press, lady. The entertainment... the test... is scheduled for tomorrow night. And we have a new problem. Third and his Hand have fallen in standing with the Emperor."

The Slave Queen tossed her head. "I smile to hear it... as should you! This is an inconvenience for you why, Ambassador?"

"Because as a sign of his disfavor, they have been assigned to personally oversee the spaceport and the possible disposition of alien vessels, even if those duties interrupt the pleasures of the court," the Ambassador said. "Getting these women past the spaceport guards was going to be difficult but not impossible. But if Third has nothing better to do than to skulk about the spaceport and harry my delivery men.... "

The Slave Queen shuddered. "That is strange behavior for the Emperor. Once he punishes a person, he usually lets them by."

"I suppose this is Third's punishment, then, though for what I can't help but wonder."

The Slave Queen glanced at him. "You did not know? It is for what he did to the female. Your Eldritch female. The Emperor broke his hand for it." She shivered. "He must have been greatly angered to further the punishment."

"He should be," the Ambassador said softly, and something in his eyes was not soft at all. He focused again and said, "Third will be overseeing the vessel that is coming to spirit away the prisoners... unless.... "

She looked at him, tensing.

"I was hoping you might know a way to distract him."

"I cannot leave the harem," the Slave Queen said. She would do many things for this stranger, face many fears... but to leave her tower would put her at risk for kidnapping. Few Slave Queens fared well in the hands of their Emperor's enemies, and all Chatcaava were the Emperor's enemies when they felt themselves outside his power.

"He is supposed to bring the Eldritch slave to the court before leaving for his duties."

She glanced at him, saw nothing in his face but the stern purpose they'd both embraced. With a sigh, she said, "If Third appears on my doorstep then I can find a way to detain him."

"I had no question of that. But you won't be here, my lady. You'll be standing in for my crown princess in court."

Her wings mantled in discomfort; she had forgotten that detail. "I will have to volunteer someone else's services, then." Faces flashed before her eyes, the faces she'd picked out the afternoon of Flower's death. Some of them danced to pain with such abandon that Third would spend hours with them and never notice the passing time. That he would be shredded by the Emperor for daring to use his females without permission would be scant comfort for those females if Third accidentally hurt them beyond repair... but it would be great comfort for the Slave Queen. Perhaps the Emperor would kill Third, which would make life safer for all of them.

"I think I can distract him," the Queen said, "if I offer him one of the females here."

"He would partake without the Emperor's explicit permission?" the Ambassador asked.

"Normally I think not," the Slave Queen said, turning back to the view. Instead of lifting to the sky, her eyes sank to ride the ocean's back. "But I believe I know how I can tempt him."

"I will look to you for that, then," the Ambassador said, "and I thank you."

Being thanked was an interesting sensation, and it had happened so many times in the past few days that she was beginning to struggle with the notion of being a person. Lightly, she traced the rim of the window, looking at the sea. "Ambassador... has there ever been something you wanted more than anything?"

He choked on a laugh, or so it sounded. "Yes, lady."

"And did you get it?"

A crooked smile; she could only see half of it. "No, lady."

She nodded, lifted her eyes again to study the clouds. "And do you still want it?" she thought to ask a few minutes later.

He turned from the window with a small smile that did not reach his eyes. "No, lady. At least... not in the way I could have it."

She studied his face, but could not read it.
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/Two days/, Lisinthir wrote.

/I shall have them make appropriate excuses for their tardiness/, his correspondent replied. /Is there any particular time you'd like?/

/Evening by the capital's clock./

/Very good. I also have something to pass along to your snow-ember from her alpha. She is to learn that this mission is a broken/ parachute.

The last word was in scrambled Universal... written phonetically in Eldritch. It took him several moments to even comprehend it. When he had, he wrote, /Hardly reassuring./

/One guesses not. Is there aught else, far-cousin?/

A knock sounded at the interior door. Hastily, Lisinthir typed, /Nothing, thank you. We will speak again./ He tossed the tablet onto the bed and opened the door... on Laniis, who dashed inside and dropped to her hands and knees.

"Oh my lord!" she exclaimed in hurried Universal. "I beg for your protection!"

He stared at her, astounded; histrionics were completely out of character for her. "From what, pray tell?"

"From this terrible place!" she cried. "From its cruel and evil people! I went today to look at the cell in which I was held when I came. Even empty it's full of menace! They could put me back there at any time if they wanted... and even though they don't, they do worse to me. My lord, can you not do something to shield me from the abuse of these people?"

He understood then. "You are distraught. Calm down. Sit."

She crawled over to him and hugged his leg, and if he hadn't guessed at her subterfuge he knew it with the cool rush of calculation that swept in with the press of her breast against his shin. "I'll do anything for you," she said.

"Don't disgust me," he said. "I didn't want a Chatcaavan whore—what makes you think I'll take a Seersan one?"

"But my lord!"

"Enough," Lisinthir said, wishing he could communicate his subterfuge to her as effectively as she could to him. "Get out of here. I have enough complications without adding you to my life."

Her drooping ears, her slumping shoulders... all the picture of perfect dejection, so perfect he almost called her back. Instead he watched her slink to the door and almost let her leave before he remembered the message he was supposed to pass to her.

"Girl," he said.

She stopped, glanced at him.

"Your parachute's broken," he said. "You might as well get used to living here."

He couldn't touch her to tell, but the way she took in a trembling breath and stopped herself from gasping told him enough. The act had been an act, but her distress now was real. She tossed her hair and said, "You have the heart of a stone, Lord Ambassador... but even stone can be worn away." Then she let herself out. He watched the handle reset with a click as his mind sorted out what she'd imparted: that she could reach the cell without problems; that she could reach him with the useful excuse of trying to wear down his resistance to her advances, and thus bring him messages from the Slave Queen if they were necessary...

And that she believed he was under surveillance. So far he'd done nothing to make that worry him—even if the Chatcaava could read over his shoulder, they would have to spend a very long time gathering data to begin deciphering his native tongue. But still... in the future, who knew what conversations would take place here? Better none at all.
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"These four," the Mother said to her.

The Slave Queen nodded. "Thank you," she said, and studied the females kneeling across from her. She knew them only peripherally, by their tastes, their planets of origin and their hatred of her, but that was enough with the Mother's confirmation to approach them with her request. Her request, which to others in the harem constituted a command. It was the one arena in which she had some authority, and it surprised her that until now she hadn't thought of it as power.

"I need someone... possibly two someones... to volunteer for a very special assignation," the Slave Queen said.

One of them cocked her head, but that was the extent of their reaction.

"I understand it has been long and long again since any of you were given the kind of rapture you seek," the Slave Queen said. "Firemint... it has been a month for you. And two for you, Sun's Kindness. Nearly five have passed since you have been touched as you most deeply desire, Black Rose. And Moon, nearly an entire revolution for you." Now they were shifting, uncomfortable. "I know you were all present to witness the glory that was Flower's lot before death. It is a pity her experience was wasted on someone without the ability to appreciate it."

Now Black Rose snarled, and Firemint stretched her fingers. The Slave Queen hid a grim smile. The harem's members were required to fulfill the Emperor's every desire... but there were still so many of them and his visits here so few that a female might linger for months between uses. And while the Slave Queen did not hold with the common perception of females as beasts without any discipline or ability to contain their desires, the four in her harem who enjoyed pain hadn't had their special needs slaked in so long that she could only imagine their impatience.

The Emperor came to her, to see her pain, and pain in a winged female pleased him more than any more eloquent display in a four-armed female. She had stolen their pleasures from these four, and she did not even have the wherewithal to enjoy it as they did.

"Third needs entertainment. No, distraction," the Slave Queen said. "He is beginning to become dangerously imbalanced, so much so that he may soon destroy the Emperor's property without permission... and then the Emperor would have to kill him. Such a waste of a good male, yes?"

They did not reply, but there was an intensity in their stares that boded well.

"But Third is a male of great devotion to duty," the Slave Queen said, "and I am not confident he will be easy to distract into pleasure. He needs it greatly. Flower's use only touched the very tip of that need, but because it was all that was offered, it was all he took.

"What I propose is irregular," the Slave Queen said. "I need someone to pull Third from his focus on his duties, to fulfill his needs until he is so languid he once again becomes a proper tool for the Emperor's hand. This someone—or someones—should be so enticing, so beautiful under claw and palm, that he could not resist her. I have asked the Mother and she tells me you four are the most likely. The most attractive. Which of you will be able to hold Third in this place of ease for longest?"

Phrased that way, all four of them had to volunteer, if only for pride's sake. She left them far happier with her than she had when approaching them, and on her short trip back to her rooms she reflected on the nature of power. She had never tried to change anyone's behavior before; never assumed she had the ability to influence anyone at all. Even her softening of the Emperor's moods seemed less attributable to her own doing and more a byproduct of his activities in her presence. She had considered herself a tool.

But what if she was more than that?

The Slave Queen stood at the landing into her room and shivered before hurrying inside to settle among the pillows, in a nest this time where she could hide from sight. To be a person was asking for fate to destroy her. She was the Emperor's property and anything more was fantasy. Power implied freedom... and freedom belonged to people, people who could be destroyed.

In contrast, the prospect of freedom had moved Laniis to an animation she'd never displayed in the harem before. In addition to her frequent trips throughout the tower to investigate possible routes to the base, the Seersa had moved her basket out of the deepest chamber of the tower to the foot of the landing so she could keep vigil. The Queen had noted her ears flicking toward the stairs even in deepest sleep and wondered if the female had time for dreams, or if she was too busy keeping watch on the stairs.

That vigilance served them now. "The Emperor comes, Mistress!"

The Slave Queen leaped to the divan and under the blankets, coiling herself into a ball for the Change. She lamented even as the pain overtook her that there was no sight, no senses that could keep her apprised of her environment in the midst of Changing, but fortunately she was done before Laniis greeted the arrivals.

"Where is the Queen, slave?"

"She is indisposed, Master," Laniis replied, voice shaking.

"And the Eldritch slave?"

"In repose, Master, if you-my-better care to see her," Laniis said, and ventured, "She is much better."

Quickly, the Slave Queen shut her imposter's eyes and allowed her strange flat face to slacken into something she hoped looked like sleep. She heard the Emperor's light footsteps, felt the chill that her more sensitive body gathered from his shadow as he leaned over her. She imagined the heat of his scrutiny and tasked herself to absolute calm.

"She looks much better," the Emperor said with pleasure.

"My mistress has been very diligent in her care, Master," Laniis replied.

"What is wrong with her face?"

The Slave Queen almost lost a breath.

"My lord Emperor?"

"There, her chin. It seems deformed. Do I remember it wrongly? Second, do you remember?"

She felt another shadow thrown over her body, and then a cool hand stroked her face, startling her with an ambuscade of emotions: resignation! Fatigue! Affection! Concern! All intertwined into such a braid that she almost opened her eyes. This was not the Emperor, not with the age of the weave lending it such gravity that it seemed to sink into her soul. Was this Second's mind, this thing of noble patience and quiet fears?

"I am afraid I do not recall," Second said, sounding puzzled.

"If this one may speak, Master?" Laniis asked breathily.

A pause. The Slave Queen imagined the narrow-eyed glare passing over Laniis's body. Then, "Speak, slave."

"Noble Third struck her several times, Master. Her body is delicate. It may have reformed in response."

"Is that so?" the Emperor asked, thoughtful. "What malleable creatures. Still, she looks plumper than I remember."

"Master, the Slave Queen's ministrations have improved the health of your newest possession. The girl has regained the weight she lost while pining outside the Slave Queen's care."

"Ah! Excellent. When will she be healthy enough to use?"

Laniis's hesitation barely registered. "Any time now, Exalted."

"Good. I will send someone for her soon." The Emperor's hiss of a chuckle lacked the sinister air the Slave Queen thought appropriate as he continued, "And then we shall break the back of our steadfast Ambassador, shall we not, Second?"

"One hopes," Second said, and she heard the ambivalence in it, the uncertainty.

[image: ***]

Lisinthir found the following day maddeningly innocuous. He spent the morning in the suite's entry room, sitting across from one of Second's minions discussing a viable method of appointment-setting. The Chatcaava could always fly by to see if his scarf had been tied; he, on the other hand, had not been given access to the palace's computer systems and no god had deigned to give him wings to visit the Chatcaava himself. In the end, they decided on a combination of a mailed request from Lisinthir for normal visits and a map for his ground-bound feet so he could locate the offices of Second and Third on his own for urgent matters.

They would have to be delayed urgent matters, of course... navigating the palace to either of the two offices would take fifteen minutes, if he was feeling brisk. They were meant to be accessed "normally," which meant that the Emperor could drop from his suite to the next highest tower, and then to the next highest in order to visit them. They made sense no other way.

By the time the Chatcaavan leapt from his balcony, Lisinthir was ready to follow him out of frustration. He supposed it made sense not to trust the Alliance's ambassador with a computer connection—the Alliance wouldn't have trusted the Chatcaavan ambassador either—but the polite solution would have been to give him extremely limited access. It would have been politic. Not having any computer access at all was an arrogant slap, not at all concealed. And no doubt they were monitoring the outgoing traffic from his data tablet which fortunately didn't require any assistance from the Palace networks to reach the nearest Alliance repeater.

He ate a thin lunch, brought by a staring servant. Checked his mail and found a reassuring note that the shuttle would arrive the following night. Between then and supper's preparations, he practiced with the sword. His suite wasn't large enough, but it was best to presume he'd have to operate in close quarters from now on anyway. If he ended up needing a sword in the Emperor's suite he didn't want to trip over a table... if in fact he'd ever have the sword with him when he needed it. Taking the sword with him all the time might set a violent precedent; leaving it behind might give the Chatcaava ideas about him being a weakling. There seemed to be no happy medium.

He would suffer through another boring court meal and then stop by the harem to try to elicit more details from the Slave Queen about how to gain the Emperor's confidences. Freeing the existing slaves wasn't his only problem, after all. He would assume success, and on achieving it he wanted to be able to continue directly to the next objective.

"Will they make war on us, and when?" the admiral had said, eyes intense. "That's what we need to know. We have our best analysts on it, but—"

"They're missing the human factor," Lisinthir had replied, smiling wryly.

"The squish factor, yes," the admiral had said. "War with the Empire is probably inevitable, but if it can be prevented, we want to know how... and if it can't, we want to know how long we have to prepare."

Dodging his furniture, sword whistling in the air, Lisinthir thought of war and what it would take to make the Emperor divulge, somehow, whether he wanted to make the Alliance another of his harem treasures.
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That evening, the Slave Queen felt a strange desire to tidy her entire suite. Some part of her wondered if she was anticipating never returning to it. If so, her nervous activity made no sense; death had never frightened her, just as life had never really enticed. She lived because she happened to be breathing, but the inevitability of her own existence ceasing had never distressed her. Fortunately she did not believe in an afterlife, such as the ones invoked by the first few Alliance slaves she'd noted. It seemed cruel to believe in a heaven, and hell seemed no worse than life.

And yet here she was, plumping pillows and folding blankets and putting them away in the tiny closet. When she noticed the others fidgeting, she enlisted their aid. Better calm aliens than agitated ones, particularly since there were duties she had to do that they could not. The Slave Queen left Laniis to tidy up the blankets on the divan with the help of the Malarai and Tam-illee. The latter two had been lucky; the Emperor's focus on the Eldritch female had saved them from his attentions. He would have been particularly fascinated by the Malarai's feathered wings, and the Queen could only imagine what scene he would have devised to play with them. The bondage racks that accommodated wings could not be construed as anything but mortal insult to a male and winged females were rare, so the Emperor had little call for them. She knew from experience how unpleasant they were, and felt a moment's gratitude that in saving the foreigners from slavery, she was also accidentally saving them from the Emperor's attentions.

Out of habit, the Slave Queen checked on the Eldritch hidden beneath the blankets, only to meet bloodshot green eyes. Startled, she called for Laniis.

"Mistress? Oh!" The Seersa's voice fell, hushed, and then she summoned forth a few words in the Eldritch tongue. Now that the Queen had heard the Ambassador speak it as well as the female, she could hear Laniis's accent, how her hesitation made the language sound as if it dripped from her lips instead of flowing from them.

"She is better?" the Slave Queen asked.

Laniis's ears drooped. "She says she is not sure she can live through any more of this."

Again, the Queen wondered how the same race could produce this female's wilting frailty along with the Ambassador's strength. Perhaps their females were as poorly equipped for life as the Chatcaava's. "Tell her that she need only hold on until tomorrow. That the Ambassador and I will see her free."

As Laniis spoke, the Slave Queen watched the female's eyes begin to glow.

"She says if you succeed in freeing her she will offer you any reward you would have. That she has great power, riches, much influence in the Alliance."

"I do not want anything from her," the Slave Queen said, then added, "Save that she not come back."

Laniis's ears canted, one toward the ceiling, the other toward the wall, in a lopsided rue that amused the Slave Queen even as she wondered at how easily she could now read the Seersa.

"I do not think," Laniis said somberly, "that will be a problem for the Crown Princess."

"Good," the Slave Queen said. "Tell her to concentrate on saving her strength for the upcoming escape... since it appears she will be good for little else."

"I will," Laniis said, then tilted her ears sideways. "Are you going somewhere, Mistress?"

"There are preparations to be made," the Slave Queen said. "I will be in the use closet."

"The—oh."

The Chatcaavan smiled without humor and plucked up a lamp before heading into the stairwell. Laniis had been to the closet herself; on occasion the Emperor sent his choice to bring back the item he wanted to apply to her just, she supposed, for the anticipation it built. Or apprehension, depending on the person.

She opened a door off the stairwell a level beneath the harem proper and lifted the lantern to cast a light on the rows of sinister items hanging on the walls and set upon the tables. The closets never had lights of their own, though whether this was by design or flaw the Slave Queen did not know. She supposed the cast shadows, so stark against the undecorated walls and plain floor, held some menace. She had become inured to the sight, though...

...or so she'd thought. Standing in the door and realizing it was now her duty to select the items that would be used on others, the Queen felt a frisson of unexpected dread, of unwanted responsibility. Even knowing that the four females of the harem would enjoy their sessions with Third and his Hand didn't ease her. All she could think of as she passed her hands over the whips and plugs, the straps and racks, was the pain and humiliation she'd suffered beneath each.

And yet there were those who were made for such things, who found pleasure in them. And their aid today would allow her to help the Ambassador. She wanted to help him. Not just the slaves, though she felt a desperate pity for the Eldritch female. But the Ambassador in particular, with his intense eyes, his grave face and his extraordinary control. She wanted him to stay.

She wanted to please him.

No doubt Laniis would call this a sign of her slave's upbringing, but she could not help it, nor find it wrong. For him, she could face this new and unwanted challenge. With renewed determination, the Slave Queen chose the most provocative of elements from the room and put them in the basket near the door. If she was to succeed, she needed to attract Third's eye beyond any hope of escape. She filled the basket until it could hold no more and pulled it into her arms, wishing only that she could find some way to take the large metal and leather frames with her.

Turning to the door, she came to an abrupt halt. Had she summoned him by using him as a talisman against the threat of responsibility? Now that he was here, she wished never to see him again, never to see that shattered look.

Fortunately, as with most every vulnerability, he hid it quickly. She tried to speed his recovery—for her own comfort, as much as for his. "Would you please take the lantern, Ambassador?"
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"Ah, you have no hands for it, I see," he said and lifted it. That his hands didn't shake was a minor miracle. "Laniis—"

"Should not have told you where I was," the Slave Queen said. "I would not have been gone long."

He stepped past her into the center of the room and turned in place, letting his eyes linger. They had not deceived him on the first pass; he may have seen them only in history texts, but he knew enough to recognize the descendants of torture devices long abandoned by civilized races.

"You find it vile," the Slave Queen said into a quiet magnified by the very smallness of the space. How so much evil could be crammed into it escaped Lisinthir's comprehension. The air was antiseptic, but the instruments themselves, as clean as they were, reeked of the suffering they'd wrought.

"Everyone should find it vile," Lisinthir said and now he was shaking.

"Torture is a rare event in this day," the Slave Queen said. "The Emperor, this Emperor, is less interested in torture than in... other things. He is responsible for the dust that gathers on some of the things here."

"So why keep it?" Lisinthir asked.

She could not shrug with the basket in her arms, but her voice held the same feel. "In case an example must be set. It is not used as often as the rest of the equipment here."

Lisinthir studied the long rows of leather straps. They were so bland as to be multi-purpose, but somehow he knew better. "Humiliation. Cruelty."

"Are better than death," the Slave Queen said. "We females are not the only ones to learn that lesson by adulthood."

The harnesses in the corner, attached to artful metal frames, drew Lisinthir's gaze. He tried to imagine a person in one of them and couldn't, though whether this was a failure of his imagination or a seizing of his moral fiber he wasn't certain. He felt the Slave Queen come to his side.

"This has been done to you," he said softly, to make it real.

"Of course," she replied. Then, almost as an after-thought, she added, "They were not built for me."

"For the other females, then," Lisinthir said. Surely this numbness presaged a terrible, terrible rage.

"Oh no," the Slave Queen said. "It is a rack for males."

Surprise drew him from the dangerous stillness growing inside. He glanced at her. "Pardon?"

"For males," she repeated, and stepped to the rack. She pointed to a hook and thin cuff. "For the wing thumb. And here," to a row of clamps, "for the wing finger. To immobilize the wings. The other limbs go here and here—"

"—males do this to one another?" Lisinthir asked. "Does no one have a normal reproductive drive in the Empire?"

"It is not for reproductive purposes," the Slave Queen said, brows furrowing. "It is for the testing."

"What the Emperor is doing to me," Lisinthir said, fighting a growing unease. "You said that was a test."

"It is. A test appropriate for an alien. You are not a male to participate in the normal rituals of male domination."

"Which are—"

"—to force your will on other males in as violent and humiliating a way possible," the Slave Queen replied, canting her head. "The first to bend his neck is the lesser of the two. Thus our leaders choose themselves and keep their positions."

"You ask me to believe that everyone in this court has been raped by the Emperor?" Lisinthir asked, astonished.

"If he has not, it is because he is too insignificant to contest with the Emperor on that level," the Slave Queen said. And added, "There are other ways to prove your dominion... such as duels. But duels always end in death. They are wasteful." Perhaps his expression was too unguarded, for she said, "Do not concern yourself, Ambassador... you will not be tested so."

"Because I'm Outside," Lisinthir said.

"Because you're an alien," she corrected. "Aliens are not worthy of such consideration."

"It's considered an honor to be good enough to be the Emperor's catamite?" Lisinthir asked, unable to believe it.

"No," she said. "It is an honor to be believed dangerous enough to require such personal attention without being killed outright. Those the Emperor has personally dealt with become either his most bitter enemies or his most trusted confidants." She canted her head, casting her eyes to the ceiling, and added, "Or his most useful tools."

"Unbelievable," Lisinthir said and set the lantern down. The rack had transformed from a mass of confusing leather and metal to something even less comprehensible. He tried to imagine a male Chatcaavan bound into it and failed. "Every time I learn something new about this society... " He shook his head, and on a whim reached out to touch the strap. Supple leather gave beneath his fingers, the drag of it sensual and smooth.

"Better the males than us," the Slave Queen said and picked up her basket again. "Did you seek me for a reason, Ambassador?"

"Yes," he said, his voice gone mysteriously husky. "Though now I fear to ask how a mere alien might gain the Emperor's trust."

She laughed, a soft rasping sound. "An alien cannot, Ambassador."

He held the door open for her, having received the answer he'd expected and feared.

"The shuttle will come tomorrow?" the Slave Queen asked.

"Yes," Lisinthir said. A savage pleasure surprised him at the thought that soon he would steal from the Empire with as little concern as the Empire had stolen from them. Not all aliens were impotent... and there were more ways to establish dominion than the Chatcaava had become accustomed to.

"What will you do until then?" she asked.

"Prepare," Lisinthir said.

"Do you require aid?" the Slave Queen asked.

Lisinthir laughed. "If by aid you mean "another gift from the Emperor's good-enough-for-guests harem," then no, I will be fine on my own."

"I did not," the Slave Queen said in a voice that sounded unexpectedly flat. "But help in bathing, or a soothing massage, those things previous ambassadors have not turned away."

"They've been offered such services?" Lisinthir asked.

"As gifts to guests, yes," the Slave Queen said. Her alien eye, so large and whiteless, flicked up to his though she didn't move her head. "Also gift harem services. Not all of your people turned them away."

"And by that they were judged," Lisinthir said.

"Of course," the Slave Queen replied. She walked up the stairs to her suite, tail-tip balancing a bronze hoop.

"As I was judged," Lisinthir said.

She stopped on the top stair, head cocked as if thinking to herself. Then she moved one wing out of her way and looked past it at him. "Yes."

"And the judgment?"

"They will attempt to force you to submit to them in public using a demonstration that even the weakest Chatcaava would laugh off. What judgment do you think they have made, Ambassador?"

Lisinthir smiled grimly. "That I confuse them."

She regarded him a few moments longer, then walked back into her lair. He did not follow her.
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The following morning, the Slave Queen summoned her four females into her suite and gathered them around her basket. All four glanced at her once before losing themselves in the collection of gleaming toys. The Queen wondered if they would hear her words at all or if the prospect of the coming pleasures would drown out her voice.

"Tonight you will do your work," the Slave Queen said. "Just before supper. We are not sure where Third will pause, so Black Rose, Moon, you will wait here in the topmost room. Firemint, you and Sun's Kindness will remain in the harem proper."

"What if he does not come to the harem?" Firemint said.

"I will do my best to ensure that his Hand comes to you to relieve your need," the Slave Queen said. "Though as I said when I asked your cooperation, I cannot guarantee it."

The two assigned to the harem showed signs of rebellion, to which the Slave Queen briskly said, "Is it not better to have any possibility of pleasure rather than to have no chance at it at all?"

"Oh, yes!" Sun's Kindness interrupted, her golden tail whipping behind her.

"Then in the harem proper you will stay," the Slave Queen said. "If I can reward you, I will." She smiled thinly. "It is not all a matter of fate, anyway; he may pause at either place, distracted by your charms. It may be a matter of who will be the most attractive."

All four now eyed one another warily. The Slave Queen ignored their looks and began to distribute the items from the basket. "I presume you know what to do with these."

"We will put on a display that will force Third to come to our aid," Sun's Kindness said.

"I am counting on it," the Slave Queen said. "Take your implements and go back to the harem. I will expect you to be in the suite before supper, Moon and Black Rose."

"Yes, Mistress."

She left them to pick out their toys; later she would replace the basket and hope for the best. Having discharged the most uncomfortable of her responsibilities for the night, the Slave Queen repaired to her bathing chamber. The aliens were avoiding her and she welcomed the solitude. She supposed that, like the ambassador, she should attempt to prepare herself for the coming evening... but she wasn't sure what she would do. Her life had hardened her against the casual cruelty of those around her, and she was well and again accustomed to being used as a tool to satiate the whims of those in power. Even wearing an Eldritch skin wasn't enough to frighten her anymore—it would hardly be different from any other thing the Emperor had used on or against her. Just another kind of toy, a mask that made her more sensitive.

She would endure, as she always had.

The Slave Queen rose from her bath and ate lightly. As the day grew ripe, she returned to her windowsill and trained her eyes once again on the cloud-wrapped skies. How strange it was to watch the sky in anticipation of something rather than to escape from something else. She stared into the suggestive emptiness of the sky and saw reflected in it a strange fullness inside her soul.
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Lisinthir held the data tablet above his head. He felt trapped between the glowing words on the screen and the vicious invitation that had been delivered to him earlier which now crouched on his table, a palpable, malevolent force.

/They have received the plans and say they know where to go. They should request an approach soon./

And then it would begin. Lisinthir closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing. He could feel the smooth, cool silk of his half-buttoned blouse, the dense layer of the blankets rolled beneath his lower back. The air smelled of the saerrie-flower tea he'd brewed, but he hadn't yet drunk the cup nor even lit the lamp. The shadows in the cavernous bedroom grew as the sun receded.

/Far-cousin?/

He roused himself to type. /I am as well as can be expected./

/Do you have fear?/

/I would be a fool not to/, Lisinthir wrote. /But it will go as we planned. I will not allow otherwise./

There was a pause in the pace of the words. Lisinthir thought about dropping the tablet on his breast, but that would exacerbate the sensation of suffocation. The truth that he would choke before revealing was that he was terrified. Not that the plan would fail—but that he would be unequal to the task of stoically watching the Slave Queen suffer. For the slaves to escape, he'd have to wait through the entire display... even try to lengthen it if possible with well-timed comments. The border was too far for even the fastest of the Alliance's couriers to reach in a few hours, and so enough time to leave an untraceable course was a must. The shuttle would have to lose itself deep in Chatcaavan space.

And he would have to remain steadfast through the entire thing. Wearing not just a silent mask, but one that reacted with appropriate nonchalance to any act or any comment thrown his way. Bad enough to force himself to remain carefree throughout a demonstration on what looked like an Eldritch... but he now knew a little of the spirit hiding under the false skin, and he no more wanted to see the Slave Queen weep than he would have one of his own.

But this was the score they had written, and now they would play it.

/Then I will wish you luck/, were the only words now on the screen. At some point, he had allowed his arm to crumple onto the mattress. Using his thumb, he painstakingly typed out, /It will go as planned/, and dropped the connection.

Slowly, slowly he rose to finish dressing. White blouse, black pants embroidered in icy silver. Black boots, laced up the backs with silver-tipped black cords. He had just braided the last of the strands of black and white pearls into his hair when a Chatcaavan landed on his balcony. Lisinthir shrugged on his black and silver coat and walked out into the study, drawing on his gloves.

"A shuttle is landing. They say they have a delivery for you."

"I am about to go to a court function," Lisinthir said. "Have them deliver it to my quarters. Then they may go about their way."

"Do you wish to speak with them?" the drake asked.

Lisinthir said, "Why would I want to speak with mere deliverymen?"
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"Mistress!" Laniis darted into the room. "Now! They're coming!"

The Slave Queen glanced over her shoulder, then waved a hand at the Eldritch, Tam-illee and Malarai. "Hide until I am gone, then go." Laniis's translation came swift on the ends of her words and the three scattered.

"Mistress," Laniis said, stepping closer. Her eyes glistened. "Mistress, I am going too."

Of course. She had known, even though she'd been careful not to examine the knowing too closely. The Slave Queen touched the smaller female's furred shoulders with her hands, searching the alien face and seeing in it what she now recognized as sorrow and regret. She smiled wanly. "Go. They need someone to lead them."

Laniis swallowed, then crushed the Chatcaavan's waist in a hug before scampering after the others.

The Slave Queen did not allow herself to linger on the solitude that would descend upon her in the topmost tower when the night had been spent. She folded her wings into herself and Changed, faster this time than ever before. When she straightened, the air caressed her skin and sent shivers crawling across it. She dressed hastily in the Eldritch girl's discarded costume, stopping only at the collar. It was fortunate that the girl had been outfitted with a temporary collar nearly identical to her own, but she worried about the color of the gems. She hadn't thought of that. Still, there was nothing for it. She clipped the leash to her own collar and ran to the antechamber, there to bow her head and await the arrival of the guards.

Two heads peeked out of her bathing chamber: Black Rose and Moon, curious and confused but silently hopeful. The Slave Queen ignored them. Let them think her the Eldritch female if they'd missed the hurried whispers in the antechamber... or let them know the truth and wonder at her audacity. As long as they did their duty to their Slave Queen.

The guards entered and on their heels stalked Third and his Hand. Standing alone in the center of the room with her head bowed, still the Slave Queen could sense Third's approach. They were not supposed to be here, but the Ambassador had promised they would come and here they were.

Third crested the landing and turned his regard on the Slave Queen, barely concealing his longing. "Ah, to be present during this lovely's use. It almost moves me to defiance."

The Hand said, "At least we may escort her to it."

"That is no reward, Hand," Third said, pacing around the Slave Queen. "He waves meat in front of a starving dog and laughs as he sends it away. A singular cruelty, when one can only guess at the sensitivity of this very... delicate... creature."

Since the Eldritch couldn't understand his words, the Slave Queen pretended she couldn't either. It proved more difficult than she'd anticipated.

And then he scraped a finger over her breast, tweaking the tip, and the Queen jumped and swayed at the sudden influx of lust and contempt and violence. Her imbalance prompted him to grab her arm, worsening the chaos. She felt her control over the form slipping in her panic.

A scream sounded and then a moan—the hand gripping her arm released her and as it did she regained her equilibrium. Moon screamed again, a high thing full of longing.

"What's this?" Third said. "Females aren't supposed to please themselves."

She could not answer, could not encourage him. She didn't even have the wherewithal to hope he would fall for the ruse. The only thing she could concentrate on was rebuilding her shattered thoughts, assessing the damage Third's unwelcome sharing had wrought on her. She was shaking, disgusted and aroused, a combination she found familiar... but it had never felt this uncomfortable before.

"Here," Third said, handing the leash to the Hand.

"What do I do with her?" the Hand asked, wings rustling in discomfort.

"What does it look like?" Third asked. "Take her to the presentation."

"But what of you?"

Third's nostrils flared. "Just because I have been thrown a bone does not mean I need to meekly accept it. Go."

The Hand shrugged a hand and motioned to the guards before leading the Slave Queen to the stairs. As they walked onto the landing, the Slave Queen heard Black Rose's low laugh of greeting and suppressed her joy. She had successfully taken care of one of the two... now all she had to do was ensure Third's Hand stumbled into the same fate. As she followed him downstairs, her thoughts raced. How to get him into the harem where Firemint and Sun's Kindness could hook him with their taloned caresses? She had little time to plan—they were almost at the landing now!

With a breath, the Slave Queen jerked away from the Hand and dove into the harem. Surprised at this sign of defiance from a previously docile slave, the Hand hesitated before pursuing, leaving the guards in the hall. The Queen hid behind a pillow and watched with satisfaction as the Hand's eyes were drawn by Firemint and Sun's Kindness, at work on one another in broad view. The Hand rarely had the chance to experience the pleasures Third received as tokens of the Emperor's regard; the Queen had wagered everything on how poorly he regarded the playthings he could afford as a mere Hand, no matter the importance of his master. Too, Third had set an excellent example for his subordinate. She inched around the corner until she found herself back in the door, "allowing" the guards to re-capture her leash.

"Hand of Third," one of the guards said to the Hand, who was staring at Firemint's writhing body. "We have her."

"Ah, very good. It's no use my appearing without Third. Take her to the court."

"Yes, Hand," the guard said.

And that easily, she was back on her feet, following the stairs to the ground floor. The Slave Queen shivered with the aftermath of the plan's success. Now if only she could fool the Emperor for long enough for the slaves to escape! She kept her head dipped so the guards would not see her eyes—if even they remembered what color the real Eldritch's had been. Their professional nonchalance beat through her skin and pressed against her mind. She shuddered.

To be escorted to the court as the Emperor's newest toy was a completely different experience from being escorted as the Slave Queen, most exalted and most debased of all females in the Chatcaavan Empire. For all her status as female and harem-kept, the Slave Queen's position had been, at least, understood. Protected from the average citizen. Even respected. Tossed to her thin knees on the floor of the court, the furthest level from the Emperor's perch and surrounded by the avaricious stares of the courtiers, the Queen realized just how exalted her debasement had been, compared to this.

She dared not lift her head, lest she be recognized as an impostor. So she remained on her hands and knees, shivering in the twilight cool, praying that the prisoners were already on their way to the shuttle. She heard the courtiers rising, the chime of the bells. After the rustle of wings and whispers came a long silence interrupted at last by the long stride of boots on the stone floor.

"Ah, Ambassador. Welcome again."

"Exalted Emperor. It gives me great pleasure to once again bask in your radiance."

A laugh. "Flattery, groundling."

The Queen bit her lip at the faint contempt in the Emperor's voice.

"Selfishness, Exalted. Each time I inspire you to address me personally, I gain status at home and among your court."

"We love an honest man, Ambassador."

She let out her breath, and realized then that her lip throbbed. Too tender flesh.

"Flattery, Exalted?"

"Selfishness, Ambassador. Honest men are easier to manage."

"How fortunate for the Empire and the Alliance, then."

The Emperor laughed. "Enough. There will be time for sparring later. We did not summon you to talk. See here—the slave. We thought you would enjoy her possession."

The Slave Queen tensed.

"Is she not already possessed by you, Exalted?"

"Oh! No, no. We forgive your ignorance of our tongue. She is still untouched by us. But we have heeded your words and prepared for her a setting cold, austere and hard, to contrast her very softness."

"I anticipate the spectacle, Lord."

"Let it begin, then."

The guards stepped forward and pulled her to her feet by her leash; the Slave Queen stumbled as they dragged her forward, up onto a dais. The floor was especially cold and she opened her eyes to glance at it—and swiftly looked away.

It was a round mirror extending to the ends of the dais, edged with knives. The center of the mirror had been pierced by a stone spike, and it was to this that they tied her, stomach to the stone, before stripping her bare. The Queen was familiar with the general layout, but the angles and the mirror were new, and dangerous. She closed her eyes tightly.

The rustle and murmur of the crowd watching preceded the bells ringing in order now: highest tone to lowest, for the Emperor's descent to the earth. Silence, then.

"So, do you wonder how we possess one of the harem-kept, Ambassador?"

"I do have some curiosity over the matter, Exalted Emperor."

"There are many ways." She heard the Emperor walking nearer and tried to stop shivering. A few minutes later, his fingers skated down her naked back, and greed and cold lust pierced her mind like the head of a spear. She cried out. "She may be too fragile for most of them, but we hear there are compensations. Tell me, Ambassador. Is it true that the Eldritch feel emotions and thoughts through their skins?"

"Just so, Exalted."

"And that they take cold easily?"

"Indeed, Exalted."

"Then she must be suffering already."

The Ambassador did not even pause, his voice level as if discussing the weather. "Without question, Most Exalted."

"How... fascinating." The hot breath of the Chatcaavan moistened her shoulder. "It is not a very visible suffering, though. We prefer our slaves more vocal."

He grabbed her hair and wrenched her head back, then pressed a hand against her chin and growled.

red swords, thrust through her—

claws scraping flesh in curls from her spine—

a thousand needles piercing her feet and hands—

The Slave Queen screamed, who had never screamed in her life.

"How gratifying!"

"Without even a mark on her, Exalted. Truly you are expert."

"Let us continue, then."

As the ordeal began in earnest, the Slave Queen gave thanks over and over to have spared the Eldritch female this horror, for if Third's thoughts alone had sent her into catatonia than this would have destroyed her. But soon she lost the ability to string thoughts together, for each time she tried the Emperor's touch dashed them to pieces and replaced them with his own. His hungers. His rage. His complexities and cold curiosities. His intentions were so defined they became realities, and she could no longer tell whether it was him or his thoughts raping her frail and borrowed body. When at last the stimulus left her, the Queen found herself curled on the mirror, separated from the stone, pooled hair beneath her head obscuring her reflection. She gasped for breath, desperate to feel clean again, to separate dreams from truth.

The alien smell clogging her nostrils was herself: blood and sweat. What part of the feelings had actually been true happenings was uncertain, but the insides of her thighs skidded against one another, and her body felt cold and sticky with blood and other things.

"We think that is sufficient. What do you think, Ambassador?"

"She seems subdued, Exalted Emperor."

"Quite an experience," the Emperor mused. "One could wish all people had this highly exploitable talent." She could hear the grin in his voice, and then he crouched beside her and turned her head to his. "So, look at us, fragile flower, and tell us who owns you."

She kept her eyes tightly shut.

"I fear she does not understand you, Emperor."

"Ah. Tell her for me, then."

A pause, then a long string of unintelligible words, liquid-soft. The Slave Queen hesitated. Open her eyes as presumably she was bidden and end this? Or keep them closed and invite more violence?

The Ambassador's second speech carried more urgency.

She opened her eyes.

The Emperor smiled. "How sweetly weak. She weeps, Ambassador. That is normal for your kind?"

"When in pain, Exalted One, or in sadness."

"Ah! Both entirely appropriate. We approve. It is too bad it makes her eyes seem different... they are a most rare shade usually. Nevertheless! She makes a fine addition to our many others."

"Indeed, Emperor."

As the Slave Queen watched in shock, he turned from her and walked to the Ambassador. "And you are also a fine addition to our court, Ambassador. We had expected you to show some weakness of your own during this display."

The Ambassador shrugged and smiled a smile that did not reach his eyes. "There is no use weeping over what cannot be changed."

"But you still hate slavery," the Emperor said.

"I deplore it," the Ambassador said.

A hint of menace and amusement surfaced in the Emperor's voice. "And you say so in front of all my court."

"Your court doesn't frighten me, my lord," the Ambassador said. "And on the day I die, I would prefer to do so with my convictions intact."

"Unviolated," the Emperor said.

"Pristine," agreed the Ambassador.

"And you are certain they will remain so... even here, where you have no power," the Emperor said.

The Ambassador's grin sounded in his voice, and the Slave Queen could hear the teeth in it. "Make no assumptions, Exalted. Not even here in the place of your greatest dominion."

The Emperor laughed, wings stretching. "Such gall! Such recklessness! We are amused. We shall keep you." He waved to the guards. "Take the slave away."

And as swiftly as that, it was over. The guards half-carried, half-dragged her the long journey to the topmost tower of the harem. Black Rose and Moon were gone, their toys with them, though the smell of blood and pleasure was still trapped in the corners of her suite. The Slave Queen crawled into one of the nests until the guards left her, then forced herself, in spurts, to make the agonizing Change back to her true shape.

And there, in the utter silence of her tower, she curled up and stared blankly at the stairs. It did not occur to her until hours later that some part of her was waiting for someone to come.
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The chest was in his chambers. The sight of it alone might not have undone him, though resting there it symbolized the magnitude of his attempt. But that it was not merely a chest, but a jackal's chest, proved too much. Lisinthir stumbled to it, rested a hand on the grinning jackal head on its lid and then slowly slumped beside it. He pressed his forehead against his coat arm and tilted his face away from any possible surveillance devices.

And so, carefully muffled and hidden, he wept for the Slave Queen, for the despair he'd tasted through her skin when the Emperor had brought her too close to avoid brushing against her. He wept for the trembling and the screams and the tears... and for her courage and her steadfast loyalty to their plan, that had cost him so little and her so much. And he wept for himself, for having born witness to such barbarity without having the decency to stop it, no matter the cause. What could allow him to stand through hours of someone's misery without ever flinching?

When he finally stopped, he did so not because he'd run out of tears but because of ridiculous, mundane considerations. Every rib in his chest ached from how forcefully he'd controlled his heaves. His eyes were painfully dry, and his careful pose had become uncomfortable. By these things, he knew himself not to be in an epic ballad... in epic ballads, no one ever stopped crying because his nose was running or his legs had gone numb.

With some balance restored, Lisinthir washed his face in the bathroom, doffed the coat and gloves and attended the chest. As expected, it had been inspected by customs officials who'd been less than rigorous about re-folding everything they'd ruffled. The chest contained the promised clothing, the lockable mailbox, extra victuals and, of all things, a lute with a book of music. He put away the clothing, undressed and turned out the lights for bed, wondering just how sensitive the surveillance equipment in his room was. He supposed he would know soon.

After waiting an appropriate interval to "fall asleep," Lisinthir slid out of bed with all the quiet he'd learned sneaking past the over-zealous hounds guarding the house he'd grown in as a boy. Sitting in front of the chest, he felt around its sides until the fangs of the jackals pricked his fingertips. He pressed upward until he felt blood well from them... and the button-latch hidden in the roofs of the mouths.

Lisinthir didn't know what Eldritch had owned, or even made, the first jackal chest. But everyone knew the story; it was a court favorite, rich with irony. The chest that had been created to hide its contents became so popular that everyone recognized it and knew how to release its trick bottom. His correspondent had a wicked sense of humor to send him a chest so obvious when he was among people who would have no clue of its notoriety.

They would have scanned it, of course... which was why when the bottom pan dropped onto the floor, its edges had been padded with exotic Alliance foam and lined with a mysterious wire leading to an electronic head no larger than a pin. But the items in the pan were simple enough. One of them was a weapon Lisinthir had never expected to handle in his life: a matched set of claw-knives. Claw-knives were illegal in the Alliance, a law dating back to the Pelted escape from Earth and their bitterness toward their creators. They had not wanted humans to have facsimiles of their own natural weaponry, and so every form of finger-mounted knife had been outlawed.

Lisinthir slipped one on. It seemed made of leather but was probably some expensive synthetic. The knives were mounted on top of each finger, jointed so they could bend with his hand but otherwise hidden beneath a layer of black fabric. It took some experimentation, but by splaying his fingers with enough force, he could cause them to eject from their pockets, hinges snapping rigid to form claw-like extensions nearly two inches long.

Dangerous. Lisinthir touched one with a fingertip and came away with a red slice. They would easily punch through his gloves if he wore them beneath a set.

He put them away and turned to the other item in the pan. From a soft ivory pouch came another distinctly Eldritch gift: an amulet rampant, a pendant of a rearing unicorn meant to invoke sacred powers to protect the wearer. They came in two styles; the most common was the rampant rampant, brightly colored, large and obvious. The one in Lisinthir's palm was a secret rampant. Made of ivory, mother of pearl and white gold, with much open tooling and strung on a white satin cord, it was difficult to see against an Eldritch's white skin.

Inside the pouch was a note, written in a strong hand and colored silver and serious shadow-gray: "Against your future need."

Lisinthir slid the pan back into the jackal chest, still holding the amulet. He tied it on before sliding back beneath the covers. He wouldn't know for a while yet if the escape had been successful, and he didn't want to be awake through the long hours to come.
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The following day, Lisinthir did not fly his scarf. Nor, though he thought himself craven for it, did he go to the Slave Queen to thank her and to ensure she'd recovered from her ordeal. Her eyes were alien eyes, but not so alien that he couldn't imagine regret in them, or melancholy... or pain.

So instead he spent the day organizing the trade requests his superiors had sent him to negotiate. He did so in obvious view, for though he didn't feel up to company he wanted any Chatcaavan that flew past to note his industry. Let them think that the day after witnessing the rape of a countryman that he could sit down and work with all appearance of normalcy.

Halfway into the evening, his data tablet chirped and interposed a real-time window on top of his documents.

/They are safe, far-cousin./ Gold, white, silver, all the colors of joy and truth and optimism.

His fingers spasmed; he almost dropped the tablet on the desk. /So soon?/

/The shuttle met with a Dusted Alliance courier, which fled into contested space... and met up with a squadron. The dragons would have to fight five cruisers to retrieve a handful of slaves... hardly worth their while./

/And the snow-one?/

/Sends her thanks... as does the jewel of the Crown./

/Will she recover?/

A pause. /We are... optimistic. Though she will probably be timid all her life./

Which for an Eldritch was not an insignificant span. Lisinthir lifted his fingers to reply when the window vanished. Startled, he attempted to re-establish the connection and got back the chilling words, "Signal Jammed."

He did not have to ask the source of the interference. Instead he stood and pulled on his coat. He didn't quite have time for the gloves when the door opened and four guards marched in, headed by Third.

"Take him," Third said. "The Emperor will have news of this!"

He allowed them to seize his arms; thankfully, the guards did not care about his crimes and their minds were focused on their duty and not on thoughts of vengeance or cruelty. Better them than Third—

Except that Third stepped up to him and studied his face. The Chatcaavan's lips were pulled back from the rows of yellow teeth. "I know about you Eldritch now, freak. I know that I can make you suffer just... by... touching you."

Brown claws hovered over Lisinthir's cheek, so close his skin felt cold beneath their pointed shadows. He didn't move.

"The Emperor might not approve pre-emptive punishment," the Hand said.

Third's fingers remained suspended above Lisinthir's face. Through his skin he felt the guards' unease.

"Fine," Third said, and whirled away, back through the door. Relieved, the guards pulled him along afterwards. He knew the way they were marching within minutes, and patiently climbed the many stairs to the harem's topmost tower. They gained the final suite to find the Emperor standing in front of the Slave Queen, who had been decoratively bound into the shape of a statue using silver ribbons. A few ribbons trailed from her pierced wing vanes, forgotten or part of an unfinished plan.

Third bowed low, then straightened and growled displeasure. "Exalted one! Many pardons for interrupting your pleasure, but the Alliance slaves have escaped... including your newest treasure, the Eldritch female!"

"What?" the Emperor hissed, stepping toward them with talons curved outward.

Dread filtered through Lisinthir's arms from his guards. Third continued, "We don't know how. But we suspect this one," he pointed at Lisinthir, "is responsible!"

The Emperor turned to him and casually asked, "Is this so?"

Lisinthir allowed all his conviction—and a little of his pride—to surface in his steady gaze. "It is."

"You admit it?" Third asked, pupils contracting.

"Yes," Lisinthir said. Strangely, the nonchalance of his body, slightly slouched, was not an act. He honestly didn't care if the Emperor eviscerated him now for what he'd done or if he would go free... it was enough to have made it to this moment, this moment where the slaves were gone, liberated by him from the heart of the Empire beneath the very nostrils of its court and ruler. He had done it. He had conquered.

"You're mad!" the Hand exclaimed.

"How could you, you freak?" Third hissed, lifting a hand.

"Stop," the Emperor said, and his voice alone pulled Third's blow even as it begun. Without taking his eyes from Lisinthir's, he said, "Leave him with me."

"Exalted—"

"GO."

Third hissed, but withdrew into the landing. Then the Hand followed and finally the guards. Lisinthir heard their receding boots on the stone stairs, counted the steps until he could no longer hear even an echo. He was alone now with the consequences of his actions... whatever they would be.

"Do you care to explain, groundling?" the Emperor said finally.

Lisinthir cocked a brow. "Surely you aren't surprised, Most Exalted. It was my duty. Even the wingless need the sky."

The Emperor barked a hard laugh. "Your duty! You dare!"

Lisinthir didn't even quiver. "I do."

Another hiss passed through the Emperor's teeth, and his hand whipped out, caught the edge of Lisinthir's chin—molten anger, turning, red eruption—beneath the force of it, sweat popped through Lisinthir's skin, the hairs on his arms lifted and he felt the blood drain from his face. He refused to wince or jerk away and concentrated on meeting those alien eyes in the dipped head. Fluorescent, unblinking, with such thin pupils, like swords.

"Do you feel that, alien? That is my... frustration... at having my slaves taken away. Do you know how long it's been since I've killed one of my belongings?"

"No," Lisinthir replied.

A surge of primal violence, so intense Lisinthir felt his heart stumble over his own bodily need to flee. The emotion was so strong it almost obscured the quieter undercurrent, the unbelievable one. "Many many revolutions. But this frustration you feel now I will now take downstairs, to one of the more expendable of the kept. Her death is on you."

Lisinthir said nothing and the Emperor turned from him, taking with him the terrifying prison of his wrath. But he could not let the Emperor walk away thus without re-establishing his own power, without knowing where he stood. And so he said to the retreating back with as much nonchalance as he could muster, "May I have the use of the Queen?"

Perhaps he was projecting, but Lisinthir was fairly certain that wide-eyed look was an incredulous expression. "You take my treasures from me and you are so brazen as to press my generosity?"

"I presume that is a 'no'," Lisinthir said with a thin smile.

The Emperor strode back to him, dark wings spread and tail curling. "Have you no fear at all? Dying air! You could decide to let loose the rest of my harem in my absence!"

Lisinthir lifted his chin and looked down at the drake, letting his contempt color his voice. "Don't be ridiculous, Exalted. I have no interest in stealing from my allies. But I take back what is taken from me." He smiled. "I too am a prince of my people, you understand."

The Emperor stared at him for so long Lisinthir wondered if he'd pushed too far... or advanced a concept too alien to be comprehended by one who'd been fostered in the brutish Chatcaavan society. But something in the Emperor's gaze changed, so subtle a change Lisinthir almost missed it. A twitch of the lower eye-lid. A relaxation of the flexible lip around the edge of the hard beak. Something... a something that transformed the stare from outrage into understanding.

The Emperor laughed. "Clever. Very clever, Ambassador. And brave to stay. Very well... use the Queen if you like." He turned and started down the stairs; paused, finished, "I underestimated you before, Ambassador. But not again."

Lisinthir bowed low so that his hair fell over his shoulders. "I could wish for less than to be watched by the Chatcaavan Emperor."

The Emperor snorted and melted into the shadows obscuring the stairwell.
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"He didn't kill you," the Slave Queen whispered from across the room, where she'd felt all but forgotten. The Eldritch turned and his eyes hardened at the sight of her fetters. He strode to her side and began unwinding the ribbons, careful never to touch her.

"No," the Ambassador said after a moment, "he was too impressed."

"Impressed?"

The male smiled wryly. "He touched me, lady."

"And you felt it through his 'frustration'?" Her eyes widened.

The Ambassador drew the last ribbon from her around her body, releasing her. "I am no youth in my powers, lady, or I would not be here."

The Slave Queen stretched her tattered wings and looked up at him. "And he will allow you to stay."

"More than that, lady," the Ambassador said, weighing the silk cord in his long hands. "He wants me to stay." He smiled, eyes dark. "And truth, I want to stay. There are few places these days where a prince may test his mettle."

"This is not a game," the Queen said.

"No... no, indeed. There is no blood in games. No lives to risk or save. What good is it to be clever or strong if you cannot employ those things in the service of something worth the risk?"

The Queen stared at him, at the low light smoldering in his eyes. Then, slowly, she nodded.

"I know you understand," he said.

She shivered. "Because I helped you?"

"Because you are flier and grounded both. You cannot cut from your heart those who are not like you, because you are unlike everyone you know." He stepped closer, voice gentling. "Is it not so?"

The Slave Queen bowed her head. "It is," she whispered.

He said quietly, "I would count you my ally, would you be willing."

She didn't answer.

"I cannot give you freedom from this place. But freedom from loneliness... that is in my power. If you would have it."

The Queen closed her eyes. Thought of the touch of the alien, the sound of alien tongues. Of Khaska—Laniis, with her facility between worlds, between cultures, between stars. Thought of embracing that—of becoming such a bridge herself, instead of listening, straining for understanding, for the power that understanding brings.

Thought of loving the ocean as well as the sky, and making peace with her role between them.

She turned back to him and lifted her face to his. She could read it now, though his face was schooled: guarded hope, proffered trust, calm acceptance of whatever answer she might provide.

"Teach me to speak, Ambassador."

He smiled.
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Lisinthir observed his climb in the Emperor's favor by the series of pillows he abruptly hopped at suppers on the lawn, and found a dry humor in ending up fifth from the Emperor's seat following his audacious rescue. He observed the anger of the displaced Chatcaava as a silent server led him to his new seat, but didn't allow it to worry him. He couldn't afford worry, and even if he could... he was still too glutted with the satisfaction of sending Princess Bethsaida home, along with the other Alliance nationals. There were no more of the Alliance's citizens in the Emperor's harem, and while that didn't even begin to touch the slave trade the Diplomatic Corps had alerted him to, it was a beginning, a symbolic one.

Tonight, Lisinthir could be pleased with his progress, even as he wondered how to break the deadlock he'd seemed to have entered. For a week, the Emperor had avoided him, had not even showed up at supper on the Fields, and in the wake of his disinterest neither Second nor Third were inclined to observe his flag. His discussions had stalled before they'd really begun, leaving him with the same problems to solve for the Alliance and no real progress made into them: the increased piracy along the border, the treatment of people on planets of mixed populations, the constant haggling over import/export taxes. No other ambassador had made even the smallest of dents in these issues, much less touched the far more dangerous tasks of curtailing the slave trade or expressing disapproval of the way the Empire treated its women, its commoners and its neighbors.

Lisinthir intended to be the first. But to do that, he had to find his way back into the Emperor's rooms, and from there into the Emperor's confidences. In whatever way an alien could do this, the Slave Queen's revelations notwithstanding.

Tonight, Third was late.

Third was never late. Showing everyone how much the Emperor favored him was one of his favorite pastimes. As the servers approached with the first course, inspiring a flurry of motion from the poison-tasters, Lisinthir waited, wondering what was keeping the Chatcaavan.

Third entered during the middle of the second course. Conversation around the tables stopped as he walked toward his pillow with a nonchalance even Lisinthir could tell was false. He was just passing in front of the Emperor when that male said, "Third."

Third halted as if struck.

"Is there something you have to tell me?"

"Exalted Emperor, I can't think of what you might be referring to."

"The unauthorized use of four of my females by you and your Hand, I would think," the Emperor said. "A use that resulted in the death of one of them?"

"Surely not, Exalted Emperor," Third said. The gazes of the courtiers around him had turned rapacious, and Lisinthir wondered uneasily where this would lead. Would the Emperor kill Third?

"Ah, but the females saw you there, Third."

"The testimony of females is surely irrelevant, Exalted—"

"—but not when married to the testimony of guards. My slaves escaped that night, Third. One wonders if your negligence played a part. Or perhaps, you were the one secretly responsible for depriving me of my toys?"

Third's eyes had widened into something that looked like panic. "I would never steal from you, my most Exalted Emperor!"

"But you would use my females without my permission and in lieu of performing your duties, and kill one of them with your carelessness."

"That was my Hand's fault!"

"But your Hand is yours, Third." The Emperor stepped onto the table and over it, weaving past goblets and plates with a grace as feral as it was unlikely. "You have stolen from me, Third. That sends me a message that perhaps you have designs on my position."

"Never!" Third exclaimed, backing away.

"All males lie," the Emperor said, and lunged for him. Lisinthir saw only the moment of hesitation as Third decided whether to submit or fight before the duel itself spun into the center of the lawn with a terrifying speed. The dark Emperor seemed to form from the air itself, and ashen-yellow Third danced with this shadow, screeched as talon and fang ripped at his body, and freed blood from his nigh-invisible opponent with hands that blurred with their speed.

The first duel Lisinthir had witnessed had been horrifying enough from the distance of the alien's corner pillow. But the fifth pillow at the Emperor's table put him so close to the fight he could feel the wind of the Emperor's lunges against his cheek. The courtly sword fights of his culture seemed laughable contrasted against such vicious brutality. The Chatcaava fought like animals, and when the two pulled apart they were spattered with gore. Third was limping, one of his wings trailing on the ground.

"Kneel," the Emperor snarled, voice so rough it was more growl than word.

Third stumbled to his hands and knees and bowed his head.

The Emperor curled a hand around one of the horns near Third's jaw and wrenched it downward, snapping it off with a hard crack. A wave of emotion ran through the watching crowd: satisfaction, horror, intense interest. The matching horn on the other side met its fellow's fate, and then the Emperor said, "You know your place."

"Yes, Exalted Emperor," Third said, trembling.

"Go, if you want to live."

"Yes, Exalted Emperor," Third said again, and stumbled to his feet. After he passed beyond the circle of tables, the Emperor leaped lightly onto his own and down to his pillow on the other side. He resumed his conversation with Second as if nothing had happened, as if he wasn't dripping blood from scratches on his face and chest.

Lisinthir was still unnerved at the end of supper when the Emperor said in passing, "Ambassador... join me before bed for our drink, ah?"

"Of course, Exalted one," Lisinthir said, finding his tongue.

Upstairs, in the lonely chambers he'd been assigned with its round bed and alien decor, Lisinthir considered his sword, the claw-knives, his bandages. Everything he'd gathered thus far suggested that the Chatcaava did not respect the Alliance precisely because it relied on technology to supplement its weakness.

He had several hours before it would be appropriate to arrive at the Emperor's door. Feeling cold and indecisive, he left for the harem... taking, as an afterthought, the book of songs.
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After the escape of the slaves, nothing had felt the same. There had been a quiet lull following the death of Sun's Kindness beneath the Hand, one that had given the Slave Queen time to put away that piece of jewelry and wonder whether the freedom of the Alliance slaves had been bought with the death of a Chatcaavan female, or if that was fair. It was not a thought she would have had before.

She had not seen the Ambassador since the night he'd been brought before the Emperor either, so when she heard footsteps on the stairs she tensed, wondering whether it was him or someone else... and if was him, if he would still look at her with those alien eyes, still teach her to speak as he had promised, to finish the work that Laniis had begun.

And it was him, and his gaze was still grave. He had dressed with Chatcaavan starkness in unadorned black, a color that emphasized his curiously round pupils. She canted her head but did not move from her window, wondering at the uncertainty of his movements, usually so polished and assured.

He stood across from her and did not cross the room. Indeed, he seemed not to know what to do with himself, and set a book down on a nearby table as if seeking purpose. After a while, he said, "I am sorry."

"Ambassador?" she asked. Had some regrettable thing happened during the week?

"That I did not come," he said. "I promised you company and instead left you alone."

"I have been alone most of my life," she said, uncomfortable.

"Still." He walked toward her, stopped. "It was weakness on my part. I did not want to... " He hesitated, then looked at her more steadily. "I have not thanked you for suffering on the behalf of those you freed. I have feared your censure."

"My censure?" the Slave Queen asked, astonished. "For what?" When he did not answer immediately, she grappled down his alien chain of logic and guessed, "You feared I would hate you for being responsible for my use beneath the Emperor's hand? Surely not. It is what I am for, Ambassador. I am a vessel. It is all I do, suffering."

"No creature was made to suffer, lady," he said quietly. "I asked a great deal of you and did not thank you for it, nor help you through its aftermath. I have been an ingrate, and I am sorry for it."

She stared at him because she could do nothing else. Did he seriously think to seek her forgiveness for being, essentially, the Slave Queen of the Chatcaava? What kind of world did he live in, that such things were matters to be forgiven for?

"You will be glad to hear that the Emperor trounced Third soundly during supper."

The Slave Queen leaned forward, fighting hope. "Did Third die?"

The Eldritch smiled. "Alas, no. He broke off two horns, though." He looked at the clouds—his skin was so pale the clouds left stark shadow-patterns across his cheeks. "Two horns to pay for a woman's death."

"Two horns," the Queen said, "that is the bare minimum disfigurement. Still, perhaps it will deter Third for a while."

"That death is on our heads, lady, and the second," Lisinthir said, his voice softening. "It was not my intention."

"Of course not," the Slave Queen said. "But thus our fate, Ambassador. We live, we die. If we are lucky, our lives and our deaths have some purpose." She canted her head. "Though I'm not sure what second you refer to."

"The one the Emperor killed. The night he discovered what I had made come to pass."

"Ah!" the Slave Queen studied him, surprised. "You care so much about Chatcaavan females to remember that?"

"Of course!"

By now she supposed she should have realized that... he had that pattern of weakness, almost female-soft in some ways. "You will be glad to learn that the Emperor did not kill anyone then. When he descended and learned of Sun Kindness's death, he was deflected from his anger at you."

"I am glad," he said and looked away. The silence contented her, so she allowed it to stretch until he felt compelled to speak. "I've been invited to another drink, after a week of being ignored."

"He has been away," the Slave Queen said.

"He has?" Lisinthir frowned. "I was not informed by Second when I attempted to make an appointment with him."

"I imagine not," the Slave Queen said, thinking of the two times Second had come to the tower for his wing-oiling. "Second doesn't like you much."

The Ambassador glanced at her sharply, a movement that brought starlight into the corner of his eyes. "Is that so."

She nodded. "He fears something about you, I think, though what I could not say."

The male's smile was decidedly wry. "I wish I knew. Perhaps then I could use it myself. Still, you said the Emperor was away?"

"He came home two days ago," the Slave Queen said. "He is the head of our military, you understand... one of the few Emperors to have wrested the succession from that position. He still spends a great deal of time with the soldiers. Before you came, at least one day a week with them."

"Ah," the Ambassador said, his frown deepening. "So, only two days he's been ignoring me."

She glanced at him. "This still displeases you? He has ignored others for far longer."

"Perhaps. But I cannot afford to let him dally with me. There is too much I'm here to accomplish, and I can't seem to reach the next level with him. I am on the fifth pillow, but I need to be on the second." He grinned faintly. "Perhaps that's why Second fears me."

"There have been other ambitious Chatcaava before you," the Slave Queen said, torn between unease and disbelief in the Eldritch's ability to work himself into more trouble. "Second has seen them come and go. I doubt that is the cause. As for the rest... you long for things too quickly. When the Emperor chooses to test a male, he takes time to tailor the method to the individual. Indeed, I would consider the week of respite he's given you a sign of respect; he is allowing you to recoup your strength for the next challenge."

"You think, lady?" the Ambassador mused.

"He would not have invited you to drink otherwise," the Slave Queen said. She slid off the window ledge, resting a hand on it, still warm from her legs. "I have some knowledge of these things, however accidentally I gleaned it. He has extended the invitation to you. Now you must take it."

"I had planned to," the Ambassador said.

"Perhaps you do not understand me," the Slave Queen said. "Or perhaps I do not understand you. You wish to climb further into the Emperor's confidences?"

"Yes," he said. "As far as an alien might."

"And I do not know how far you can go," the Queen said. She felt warm and nervous. "But if you are to go further than you have yet, then you must not treat this invitation as an invitation to a drink. You have had those before, correct?"

He was watching her intently now, the mask slowly removing him from view and sealing him behind those alien, shuttered eyes. "Yes."

"Then you must treat this as an invitation to the test. You must challenge him, Ambassador. If he indeed he is treating you as he would a new courtier, the tests are administered only when the courtier proves himself dangerous enough to need them."

"I see," he said, then hesitated and laughed. "No, I don't. It almost sounds as if you're telling me I have to do something new to insult him."

"And so you must," the Slave Queen said.

This time the shock slipped past his mask, and with it, alarm. "You jest."

"You have proven to him that you can go against his will when following the dictates of your duty, and that is promising," the Slave Queen said, uncertain what drove her to say these things to him. "Now you must insult him more personally."

Something in his eyes reminded her of her own, sometimes. When she was not careful with memories. When they haunted her face. He said, "I'm not sure I'd survive insulting the Emperor."

"You might not," the Slave Queen said. "He might torture you, or kill you. Or he might simply ignore you." She shrugged. "But you chose this course, I think, did you not?"

"So I did," he whispered, and with that admission made her wonder how he could possibly survive.
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He thought about returning for his sword but decided against it. From the harem he made the long journey directly to the Emperor's chambers. It was grueling enough on normal nights... tonight it seemed interminable, passing through the circles of yellow lamp-light and beneath the baleful glowing stares of the guards. He had plenty of time on the way up to talk himself out of what he was about to do. He could merely take a drink with the male, just as he had before. He could turn back and be ill. He could find some excuse or some flaw in the Slave Queen's logic... but he could not. She was right. He had been jumped most the court's pillows to the high table and then given a week's respite. Now he had been called to prove his mettle. Lisinthir presented himself to the guards at the Emperor's door and entered the room, had to proceed past it to a smaller sitting room off its side.

"Ah, Ambassador." The Emperor was reclining on a round couch the size of a bed, propped up with a heap of burgundy pillows edged in gold swirls. The purple robe loosely tied around his waist gave shape to his black body, usually so difficult to trace in low light. Try as he might, Lisinthir could find no evidence of the evening's fight on his body, no scratch, no blood, nothing.

"Most Exalted Emperor," Lisinthir said, bowing. "I am pleased to be here."

"And well you should be," the Emperor said in apparent fine humor. "Sit. Did you enjoy the spectacle this evening?"

"It impressed, Exalted," Lisinthir said calmly, sitting on the couch across from the Emperor's and folding his hands on one knee. "You have put Third in his place."

"One hopes," the Emperor said, "And yet, one is so often disappointed. Why is it that those for whom we cherish the most hope so often go astray, Ambassador?"

"Would that I knew," Lisinthir said. "But some might say it is a fault of judgment on the part of the wisher."

One of the Chatcaavan's brow ridges lifted. "And would you be one of those 'some', then?"

Lisinthir laughed. "I have been so often on the wrong side of this equation, Exalted Emperor, that I could scarcely make any claim to wisdom. Save perhaps that Chatcaavan nature and Eldritch nature are not similar enough for me to tell."

"Ah, now that truly is wisdom," the Emperor said, baring white teeth in what passed for part-grin, part-threat. He sipped from his cup—for a Chatcaavan, an exercise that involved lapping at it with a long and strangely sensual tongue. "You continue to please me, Ambassador."

"And how is that?" Lisinthir asked.

"You do not stink of fear in the court. Your predecessors were laughably afraid of every Chatcaavan there, rather than properly only of me."

"Do I stink of fear now?" Lisinthir asked with more calm than he thought he had.

"Enough to assure me that you aren't stupid," the Emperor said, "But not enough to make me think you craven." He grinned and Lisinthir despaired. They were re-treading ground they'd already visited, and the discussion remained too cordial. He had to find a way to insult the male without earning his death. As the Emperor rose, Lisinthir watched and tried to think of a way to inform him that his newest Ambassador was more than a novelty, an Alliance dignitary who cringed from the culture.

The smell of wood-smoke and fruit rose from the sideboard as the Emperor poured two glasses of brown brandy. A crazed idea formed in Lisinthir's mind from equal parts aroma and candlelight. Before he could second-guess himself, he held out his hand for the glass, felt its weight as the Emperor slipped it into his palm.

"Thank you," Lisinthir said, then forced a laugh.

"What amuses you?" the Emperor asked with the curiosity Lisinthir had been counting on.

"I just find it endearing that you pour my drink for me," Lisinthir said. "On my world, only females offer such service to males."

The Emperor froze. "Are you suggesting something, Ambassador?"

"Why ever would I do that?" Lisinthir said, lifting his eyes to meet the dragon's, and putting all the sly contempt he could muster into the gaze.

That first violence was as sudden, as unexpected as the glass the Emperor dashed to the floor before grabbing his throat. Then the dragon threw him to the couch and leaped for him before he could scrabble away. Oh, the wave that came on that forced grasp, scaled palm to white skin: power-lust, an avarice so sharp Lisinthir's eyes watered at its thrust into his mind. He offered only reflexive defense in his confusion, and his ambivalence undid him. He fought the talons that shredded his clothing, but mind-blinded could barely find them much less block them with full strength.

With unfurled wings and hands locked on neck and arms, the Emperor shoved him against the couch and raped him. Lisinthir bit the crumpled silk of a pillow to keep from screaming, half in surprise and all in pain. His vision failed him, and for a minute light and life.

The Emperor lifted himself away. Panting, Lisinthir stared at the fabric beneath his face, drenched with sweat. His own: another droplet slid off his chin and soaked into the couch. He had never sweated from pain before. It stank.

The Emperor propped himself on an elbow to stare down at him. His grin spread the dark lips along the length of his beak-like mouth and exposed a long fringe of pale ivory fangs. The candlelight fought to give his naked black-scaled body contour, only suggesting the lithe power of his reptilian body. The Chatcaava might stand as humanoids did, but in the smoldering fluorescent yellow of the Emperor's eyes, Lisinthir saw none of the softness of the Alliance's races. He waited for death, too stunned by the experience to be afraid.

"Drink?" The Emperor asked, and in his eyes was an open challenge to call him female now for the offer. In his voice was a tease, was laughter.

That was it. No final swipe. No finishing blow. For a moment, Lisinthir could only stare at the male and try to make sense of him, of being on a couch naked with him.

Then Lisinthir drew himself upright, wincing at the bruises and the mass of paper cuts the other man's barbs had left in their wake. "Yes," he said, forgoing any of the 'exalted emperor's. It was his voice, he was fairly sure, but not completely. He wasn't that calm.

Companionably, the Emperor handed him a snifter of brandy. Together on the sheets they drank: the most powerful Chatcaavan in the Empire, and the fragile Eldritch ambassador the Alliance had sent to have his mien.

When the Emperor finished his cup he rolled off the couch with the languid grace of the satisfied. "See the Surgeon before you retire."

Lisinthir said nothing, taking it for dismissal. When he reached for his clothes he found them too ragged to be donned—the Emperor threw him a robe and then vanished into another room. The robe stank of sex and power, but it was clothing. Lisinthir put it on and stepped out of the room.

The guards did not watch him—overtly, anyway. He walked with great deliberation down the stairs, feeling every step all the way up his legs, through his abused hips and into his back which, he now noticed, had clasped the robe to itself using the blood he hadn't noticed dripping down his spine. If his progress was slower than usual, he was not, he trusted, the first to leave the Emperor in such estate. At least he was on his feet. Except that halfway down the stairs his strength gave out, and heedless of the possibility of surveillance his shoulder struck the wall and he slid down it, hunching on the stairs. He began to shake and dragged a hand through tangled white hair, fisting it at his forehead. From the harsh impressions rammed through his mind, Lisinthir guessed his body held no specific attraction for the Emperor. He saw himself through the Chatcaavan's eyes: taller and sharper-featured than any human, though human-seeming in face and body. Skin and hair of milk, eyes like twin pieces of the oldest dusk. Fragile, without scales to shield him; weak, without the shape-change to pronounce him a true male; a wingless freak, like the rest of the Alliance. But still, a hint of fascination.

He had succeeded in convincing the Emperor to treat a wingless freak like a Chatcaavan. Somehow, against all odds, he had gotten himself invited to the true tests of a courtier, the ones the Slave Queen had described and Lisinthir had hardly believed. He should have been grateful; the Emperor could have chosen some new way to test him, some way he couldn't have survived with his fragile, unshielded flesh. Multiple rapes he could survive.

Instead, he wanted nothing more than to pack his bags and leave.

Yet here he was, with no one else to blame, and indeed every reason to celebrate. Lisinthir coiled into a ball against the tower wall. His violation had gone just as planned.

"See the Surgeon," the Emperor had said. Lisinthir could not imagine taking himself into that alien presence and asking for help. There was only one helpmeet to him in this God-forgotten place. Shaking, Lisinthir pulled himself to his feet and forced himself on. One step. The next. Slowly down the tower, while his body cramped and the robe began to pull at his back. That blood wasn't coming off his neck, then, but off his shoulder-blades. When he reached the ground floor he stopped to lean against the cool stone wall. The sweat that had dried in the Emperor's chamber had returned. Was the chamber tilted? He found his bearings with difficulty and continued trudging toward safety. Clutching the robe and bracing himself with a hand on the rough wall, he began the climb. Somewhere into the second flight, he lost his grasp on time and found himself only able to focus on the foot he was currently moving. How did women survive this treatment? How did the Chatcaavan women survive it? Did it always grow worse before it grew better? Did it always involve this much bleeding?

One step, and then the next. Something hot was dripping down one leg.

The scent of perfume and incense and pheromones. He was passing the gift harem.

Now laughter and spice and light that hurt his eyes. The lower harem.

Finally the topmost room. How many times had he been here? How many times had he traced the intricate mosaics on the ceiling with appreciative eyes? How many times had he rested on those plush pillows, orange and mauve and midnight blue, and breathed deep of the fresh high air flowing in through the windows?

How had he been here so often and missed the loops and catches built onto the wall? His eyes caught on them and this place that had been refuge now held silent menace. How many times had the Slave Queen been restrained by a leash through that loop? That series of hooks... had they been built to spread her against the stone? And that one, to hang her from the ceiling?

How long would it be before he ended up on one of those hooks?

His strength failed him. Lisinthir collapsed.
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The Slave Queen lunged toward the male, then snatched her arms back before she brushed his skin, remembering almost too late that he might not want her touch. But then, she expected him to catch himself as he fell and he most assuredly did not. His shoulder and chest and head struck the stone floor with solid, horrible sounds, and his hair splayed in white disarray, stained pink and sullied with blood and sweat. Here and there a black jewel twinkled, still threaded into a braid.

Protocol and hierarchy in the Empire dictated the use of messengers rather than technology when communicating... but in emergencies, the Chatcaava used what tool came most readily to hand. The Slave Queen scrambled for the little-used comm panel and plugged her claw-tips into the slots to activate it.

"Surgeon to see an alien male with honor wounds in the Slave Queen's suite."

"Clinic acknowledges and dispatches."

Turning from the wall, the Slave Queen stared at the Ambassador's limp body. Had he been Chatcaavan she would have approached, straightened him, examined him for damage she could stanch while waiting for the medic. But he was Eldritch, and she feared the catatonia she might accidentally inspire. She had touched him before, but he'd been willing and conscious then. So instead, she approached and crouched near him, balancing herself with her tail.

He wore one of the Emperor's robes, but beneath it, nothing at all from the contours suggested. Blood glued the fabric to his skin in several places. Thankfully it was not staining her floor, so whatever wounds he had they were no longer freely bleeding. She forced herself to look at his face. As expected, unconscious he did not hide the pain that had finally taken him down.

The Surgeon arrived through the window with extreme precision, not even hesitating as he drew in his wings and swooped to a landing at her side. He dropped his bag and squinted at the Ambassador.

"I thought perhaps you did not understand what you saw," the Surgeon said.

The Slave Queen did not reply. Despite being Outside, the Surgeon still stood above her in standing and while his impersonal treatment of her was no different than his treatment of anyone, including the Emperor, his manner did not invite intimacy.

"I am not accustomed to treating aliens for honor wounds," the Surgeon said, in apparent puzzlement.

"Do you-my-better require this one's assistance?" the Slave Queen asked.

"Do you have knowledge of this alien?" the Surgeon asked.

"Some small knowledge," the Slave Queen said. "He feels the thoughts and feelings of others through his skin."

"So I have heard," the Surgeon said. "Very well. We will treat him here."

"My-better?" the Slave Queen asked, surprised. The Ambassador's wounds looked deserving of far more serious help than could be applied on her floor.

"If it is a typical honor set, he will only need a few cuts healed and fluids," the Surgeon said. "There is no need to haul his carcass to the clinic. Help me strip the clothing off him."

"Yes, my-better," the Slave Queen said, for there was no other response to direct command. She carefully began to pull the robe free of the Ambassador's legs. The Surgeon was nowhere near so cautious; he yanked it off, or wedged a claw or two between skin and fabric until it came free. Blood oozed back to the surface, sending a red tear running between two starkly shadowed ribs.

"Why do you pause?" the Surgeon asked.

"This one has never seen a naked alien male," the Slave Queen replied, which was true enough. Ignoring the rents in the Ambassador's back and the sweat, blood and seed that discolored his skin, he looked... different. Longer. Strange without a tail to give shape to his lower back and protect the cleft of his buttocks. Surely the Emperor had found the detail salacious.

What a terrible thought, and yet the evidence was plainly visible. The Ambassador had succeeded in crossing the barrier between freak and male.

"He's just like a naked alien female, but male," the Surgeon said with little interest.

"With honor wounds," the Slave Queen said. "Surely that is difference enough."

"A peculiar one," the Surgeon said. "But not surprising. The Emperor had indicated the possibility of this occurring. Here. Clean him with this."

The Slave Queen caught the wet towel with surprise and began applying it before she could become too comfortable with the notion of the Surgeon addressing her directly. He seemed to think nothing of it. Perhaps he had always thought nothing of it, and had simply not had a reason to address her for long enough to make it clear. How peculiar were the Chatcaava who lived Outside. Did the Surgeon like it there?

Wounds that the Slave Queen would have dismissed on herself looked horrendous on the Ambassador. His thin skin had clearly offered no resistance to the Emperor's claws, and the deep furrows in his flesh had halos of discolored skin far larger than the wounds themselves seemed to merit. He might be good with masks, the Ambassador... but his body was nowhere near so good at hiding its distress.

"Up here now," the Surgeon said. "I will apply the suppository. It must remain in place for two hours, then it can be removed."

"You-my-better—This one... remove it?" the Slave Queen fumbled, startled.

"I am not about to move him," the Surgeon said. "Once I seal his wounds and apply the suppository, he will need no more care. Only food, sleep and sex, like any other male. Once he is ambulatory he can go wherever he likes, but I will not waste effort now."

"What if something happens? He's an alien," the Slave Queen said, fighting the need to protest and failing. "He may not respond to treatment the way a Chatcaavan would."

"Then you will call me and I will come." The Surgeon shrugged, a flicker of his hand before returning to the task of applying the flesh-sealer. "If he dies, he dies. And dies well."

"He requires clothing," the Slave Queen said.

"I am not a servant," the Surgeon replied. He cast aside the flesh-sealer and inserted the suppository with hands so deft she saw nothing more than a flicker of the instrument's tail. "If he needs clothing, find someone else to fetch it." The Surgeon pulled the Ambassador onto his back and examined the front of his body for injury. Finding none, he packed his bags and said, "If he requires more aid, call me."

Before the Slave Queen could speak, the Surgeon had vaulted through the window, catching the night wind with snapped wings.

Disturbed, she turned back to the Ambassador's splayed limbs and slack body. He needed bathing and clothing and a soft bed... but she was disturbingly aware that he was larger than she and all his bones were solid besides. Without him to help her, she didn't think she'd be capable of dragging him bodily into the bathing pools and keeping him positioned in them. Resigned, she pulled some pillows over. She found her translucent shawl and covered as much of his lower body as she could. The only male clothing in her suite belonged to the Emperor, folded in a chest for his sole use; she certainly couldn't dress him in her own, and while she could summon a female from the harem to find him robes, she could not imagine the Ambassador appreciating being seen in such a state by another Chatcaavan. He had come here for a reason.

Here.

How strange, that he chose this place of all places. That he had come here... seeking her?

Discomforted by the revelation, the Slave Queen stopped gathering pillows and instead held one to her chest, looking down at the male. First he had brought her the unwanted responsibility of making choices for others. Now he offered the unexpected burden of being someone's refuge. Did he think so much of her, to ask her to be a person so completely?

Could she deny him?

She resumed stacking the pillows. It seemed ridiculous to not touch him after the Surgeon had manipulated him so callously, so she arranged the pillows to support his sides and cushioned his head on a thinner pillow on her lap. Once he was there, she found herself unsure what to do with her arms. Placing them on her knees was awkward; his chest was so broad it obscured both of them. She finally let them rest very lightly on his shoulders. The skin beneath her hands was soft and taut, and the juxtaposition confused her. She bowed her head and gave in to the inexplicable situation. Surely she was the first Slave Queen since history had imprisoned a Slave Queen to be caught in so bizarre a tableau, with her back to the night wind and her shadow cast on white flesh and alien skin... standing vigil over a wingless freak whose wounds meant more to a Chatcaavan male than her life.
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Lisinthir woke to thoughts of unease and discomfort that mingled with his own but gave them an alien savor. To the conviction that he was honored—but also disgraced... that he had been both chosen and violated. He had no power to fight away the emotions that were not his and allowed them to flow unimpeded. Opening his eyes, he found his head cradled in the arms of the Slave Queen.

"I live," Lisinthir said.

"You succeeded," the Slave Queen said. "You asked to be tested and you have been accepted. You should rejoice."

A bitter laugh fought with his throat, which proved too raw to release it. He closed his eyes instead and said nothing. Shutting out the world allowed him to assess the damage done to his body; surprisingly, he felt hale and that gave rise to questions he felt he could bear the answers to. "How long have I been here?"

"Nearly four hours," the Slave Queen said. "It will be dawn soon."

"And I am uninjured. Did you tend to me?"

"With the aid of the Surgeon," the Slave Queen said. Through her arms and the heat of her skin, he felt a knot of puzzlement. "He intimated that the Emperor had warned him of this possibility. You were predicted."

"I was a thing hoped for," Lisinthir said and laughed raspily. "How peculiar."

"It is well," she said. "You have been placed in an auspicious position."

"How is that?" Lisinthir asked.

Her calm infected him. He would have had little choice, though he could have fought it. He preferred not to. "A male who wanted the Emperor's place, an ambitious male he detested, he would strip the wings from. An ambitious male he detested but found useful, he would humiliate with permanence."

After a moment, he followed her imagery. "Horns. Breaking off the horns."

"Yes," she agreed and continued, "A male who wanted his place, an ambitious male he actually respected, he would kill. But I have watched him many revolutions, and rape is a thing he indulges only with those who hover between useful and respected. He does not humiliate them publicly, but instead in private. I am not certain if he has resorted to this because you have no horns to break... but I cannot suspect so. There are other ways to humiliate a male in public."

"And so, to be used as a female is a form of admiration."

"You were not used as a female," the Slave Queen said, with a touch of spice that died away nearly as quickly as he sensed it. "You were given a choice... and when you fought, your fighting meant something. It was assessed. It was counted in your favor."

"My apologies," Lisinthir said, turning his face into her arm and closing his eyes. "I am not myself."

"Should I... do I discomfort you, holding you thus?" A flutter of fear.

"No," Lisinthir said. "But I am us, for the nonce, and perhaps that is well. Were I but Lisinthir Nase Galare, I would be more than unsettled. I would be horrified. I would think seriously about ceasing my efforts on behalf of the Alliance and going home."

"You could do as your predecessors have done," she said. "No other in your role has cared to attempt what you attempt now."

"I cannot conduct my business in this Empire as a wingless freak," Lisinthir said quietly. He kept his eyes closed; it seemed preferable to facing the reality on the other side. "The Alliance cannot conduct its business in the Empire without someone willing to do as I shall do now."

"Does it have to be you?" the Slave Queen asked, and through the supple skin on the inside of her arm, he felt an emotion as soft as rain, and as melancholy.

"If not me, than who?" Lisinthir asked.

She moved some strands of hair away from his temple, tucked it behind an ear. Having claw-tips so close to his face should have worried him; instead, he remained attentive to the feel of that thin, hard tip as it traced the skin behind his ear and felt only curiosity.

"If you cease to challenge him, he will cease to play you," the Slave Queen said.

"Then I suppose I shall have to continue to challenge him," Lisinthir said... and for the moment, it had the weight of inevitability, unworthy of fear.

The Queen shivered around him. "You are braver than even I thought."

"It cannot be worse than the first time," Lisinthir said, though already he had numbed the memory and hidden it.

"But it can," the Slave Queen said softly. "For if he cannot break you easily, then he will resort to other methods. No matter how much the Emperor enjoys your private tests, eventually you must rise to the level of a respect-worthy rival—and be killed—or you must fall to a level more fitting of public humiliation. And how courtiers love to bear witness to the twin tests of power and suffering!"

"I must find the course between those things, then," Lisinthir said.

"You cannot."

"I have no choice," Lisinthir said. He found the separation between them then, the line between her resignation and his, her depression and his... her reaction and his. "I must survive. I must flourish. If I don't, then all I have done—all that I have already borne—will be for nothing."

She took a long, trembling breath and rested a hand on his shoulder. "Think as you wish, Ambassador. Do what you must. But believe me when I say this, for I have lived here all my life. This road you choose must lead to your destruction. There is no other ending. It cannot be sustained."

Lisinthir sat up, leaving only his hair in her lap. "I am not Chatcaavan, lady. Your endings cannot hold me. I belong to a different story."

Her voice behind him sounded torn between fear and sorrow, something he could discern with aching clarity after having touched her for so long. "We are larger than you, Ambassador."

"We shall see," Lisinthir said. He took a deep breath, touched his throat, looked at his body. The amulet was still on, shockingly enough, though how much it had done to protect him was debatable. He also still wore his House ring. The rest of his clothing had vanished. "I probably shouldn't walk down the hall in your shawl."

"It would elicit attention," she said after a moment. "If you do not mind their knowing, I will ask one of the harem to fetch you a robe."

"If they don't know how I ended up here yet, I'm sure they will soon enough," Lisinthir said. "I wasn't exactly covert about my staggering up here earlier." He rubbed the back of his neck, which still ached from the whip-sharp move the Emperor had used to toss him to the couch. "My body feels better than it should. But if I go through that again—"

"—when," the Slave Queen said.

"When... " He took a deep breath and forced himself on. "Does it get better?"

She paused. Then, "Yes. Or at least, Laniis had fewer problems. It may be different for you, but your body will grow at least more accustomed to it." Her voice held a shrug. "There are some who enjoy it."

"I can't imagine," Lisinthir said, and with that came visceral memory—pain so white it blanked his vision, sweat so bitter it stung his lips, helplessness so complete he couldn't scream.

"Perhaps not now," the Slave Queen said.

"Never," Lisinthir said. "And now the clothing? I should like a bath... and about six hours of sleep."

She rose with grace though he knew intimately how stiff she was from cushioning him for so long. Folding her perforated wings tightly against her back, she descended the stairs and left him alone. Surprisingly, his thoughts did not use the opportunity to assault him, and he took that for a positive sign.

When the Slave Queen returned, she said, "What will you do now?"

"Now, I will fight harder," Lisinthir said. "And maybe this time I'll win."

"You would do to the Emperor without regret what you find heinous in others," the Slave Queen said, "and what you felt horror to experience."

Lisinthir did not allow his imagination rein with that. "I will do what I must to stay safe." He stood. "And you, lady?"

She canted her head in that way he finally could interpret correctly as an attempt to see him better, rather than as the coyness it looked like to the uninitiated. "Ambassador?"

"I made a promise to you," Lisinthir said. "To teach you to speak and to be your company. May I visit you in the mornings after breakfast?"

She looked startled, all wide eyes and slightly spread wings. "If it is your wish."

"It is," he said.

"Then we shall do this thing. Though..." She glanced at the window. "It is now time for breakfast today. Perhaps we should begin tomorrow."

"Tomorrow, then," Lisinthir said, glad of it. His body had been healed, but it remembered the efforts that had dragged it here. He wanted sleep more desperately than even a bath.

The rest could wait. His thoughts, his worries, his plans... his fear that he'd have another invitation before he'd even recovered from this one. They could all wait.
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After the Ambassador left attired in a robe brought by silent but curious females, the Slave Queen took herself to her own bath with relief. She opened the windows and then folded herself onto the bench in the first pool. Beneath its surface, her body felt embraced and lifted by heat... above, the cool breeze blew the steam from the top of the pool, making her aware, somehow, of all her edges, of her separation from the air.

She wondered how it could be that she felt both the inevitability of the Ambassador's failure and the certainty of his eternal presence, and ducked her head beneath the water to wash.

The Queen had only just dried herself and returned to the suite proper when Second breasted the staircase. She turned immediately to find his jar of scented oil and the cloth she used to lubricate his wings.

"No."

Was he talking to her? No, probably a subordinate she hadn't noticed on his heels, shielded from sight by the banister wall. She picked up the tray.

"I do not require that service today."

The Slave Queen froze. Then forced herself to set the tray down and turn. Second was at least kind... she did not mind giving him ease the way she did Third, whose cruelty always found ways to leak into his movements, his words, his attitude. With head bowed, she walked to Second and kneeled at his feet, waiting for him to disrobe.

"He was here, last night."

She stared at the floor between his feet, wondering whether he was actually speaking to her.

"I address you, female." A gentler word than he could have chosen. "The Ambassador was here last night."

"Yes, my-better," the Slave Queen said, not daring to look up. He had come... to talk?

"Is it true? Did he have honor wounds?"

"Yes, my-better," the Slave Queen said.

Second hissed and began to pace, and in astonishment the Slave Queen sneaked a look at him. His brow ridges had creased over his eyes and his wings twitched and refolded in agitation, each motion accompanied by the stiff creak and whistle of his drying vanes. He had not come for an oiling, but he needed one.

"How severe?" Second asked, coming to an abrupt halt. His gaze was so intense she was taken aback.

"He-the-alien had many rents on his back and shoulders," the Slave Queen stammered. "And he had been raped. There was blood in his hair."

"Is he going back to his home?" Second asked.

"My-better?" the Slave Queen replied, leaning away from him. "Why would he?"

"He has been abused, as aliens count it. It should drive him away. Is he leaving? Did he say?"

"He-the-alien feels honored, my-better," the Slave Queen said. "He knows he is chosen. He will not go home."

The word Second used was probably some form of expletive, but not one the Slave Queen was familiar with; perhaps something only males knew. But his anger, that she could read easily enough. And beneath it, the worry that kept him moving. Worry that had driven him here to solidify rumor, for the Surgeon as one Outside would not have discussed an honor wound with one Inside. His refusal to answer questions about his treatment of an alien would have been clue enough that something unusual had transpired. Something that had moved Second to actually talk to her, as another person, as someone with information worth learning.

The Ambassador's power extended even outside his presence. The Slave Queen fought awe. It was easy enough, once she remembered that a worried Second boded trouble. He did not have Third's cruelty, but he had something far more precious, more dangerous: the trust of the Emperor.

"This cannot continue," Second said, and whirled around, heading back down the stairs. Left on her knees with her hands folded on her thighs, the Slave Queen trembled, with wonder or anxiety she could not say.
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Lisinthir woke too late to attend supper... but not late enough to avoid the card propped on his dresser, left there by a servant who'd entered his bedchamber without waking him—something that concerned him, or would have had he not been more dismayed by the card. He slid out of bed, clutching the covers around his waist, and reached for it.

Rough rag beneath his fingers, smooth ink. No surprises.

 

I look forward to our drink tonight.

 

Lisinthir cast the card aside and sat on the edge of his bed, palms to forehead. The pressure did not relieve the impending headache.

What would his distant Alliance contact have advised him to do, he wondered? And what use was advice given several million miles away and transmitted as cold, untouchable words on a data tablet in enemy territory? Lisinthir was almost glad the Chatcaava had cut his real-time connection. He could not imagine explaining to the Diplomatic Corps and Fleet Central that he was now courting violence with the Emperor of the Chatcaava... and explaining that he had been raped by a dragon to an Eldritch bankrupted his imagination. He couldn't see himself doing it. He couldn't see his contact still speaking to him afterward. The Alliance was at least broad enough to encompass races of surpassing strangeness, each with behaviors that might allow them to understand, with some effort, what he did. The Eldritch, on the other hand, would merely condemn him.

But this is what he had come for. Forget Second and Third and whatever other numbers the Chatcaava could come up with. If he could force his way into the Emperor's confidences—if he could charm, sleep or fight his way—then he need not negotiate at all. He could speak with the Emperor as a peer, directly, and accomplish all that the Alliance desired.

Talking with Second and Third almost seemed easier.

His hand, which had dropped to the blankets, curled into a fist. At home he had answered lesser insults than he'd been dealt here with violence. He'd been one of the few willing to fight not out of some sense of drama, but to prove that when he said he would answer with a sword, he could, and he would, and he did. At Ontine, this had made him more of a man than almost every courtier there.

Here... here he would have to see if it was enough to keep him alive and in play.

Lisinthir shrugged off the blankets and took the bath he'd skipped on the way to bed. He donned a white blouse first, before looking at his cuffs and realizing that not only would white stain, probably permanently, but it would prove too little contrast with his amulet... which he didn't want the Emperor to see, but didn't want to remove either. He wasn't particularly superstitious, and even if he had been he doubted an amulet could protect him from danger he invited on himself. But it was the last gift sent to him from less barbaric realms. It reminded him of home.

Lisinthir dressed in wine red instead, and black, and answered the implicit command of the card. The ache of his legs and hips as he walked up the final flight of stairs felt like a warning, rather than the usual consequence of making the long climb. The guards let him in without announcing him and there, as yesterday, was the Emperor, one clawed hand already curled atop the brandy bottle's stopper.

"You look well," the Emperor said.

"I am well," Lisinthir replied, not coming closer, not sitting. These encounters were now battles and he would meet them on his feet.

"I did not expect you to answer my invitation."

Lisinthir cocked a brow. "Why ever would I pass up such an invitation?"

"I chose wrong words," the Emperor said, pulling the stopper free with a pop. "I did not expect you to be capable of answering my invitation. The Eldritch female could hardly bear my touch. Alliance citizens dissolve into cringing slaves when I use them. Yet here you are."

"Yet here I am," Lisinthir agreed. "And here you are. Pouring for me again."

The Emperor hissed a laugh. "Is that... fire I hear? Do you actually attempt to insult me again?"

"I'm thirsty," Lisinthir said casually, and folded his arms over his chest.

Even expecting the attack he couldn't follow it. The Chatcaava moved too quickly, with a swiftness that seemed more reptilian than mammalian. This time, Lisinthir reached for the Emperor, determined to show no desperation but also to give no quarter.

When dark claws pinned his mind with the Emperor's alien hunger and his body with the Emperor's alien weight, something black in Lisinthir rose to meet them. His vicious kick punched the Chatcaavan onto his back and Lisinthir lunged, locking his small jaws around the scaled throat. He almost succeeded in choking the male upon whose whim he lived before the Emperor flipped him, smothered his mind and violated his body. Lisinthir howled into the rumpled carpet, partially from pain—all in frustration. Laughing, the Emperor hauled his head back by his hair and breathed into his ear, mocking, forcing him to listen to his pleasure.

Emptied again, Lisinthir stared at the floor and shook. He had no idea what to do with such anger, and was still struggling to contain it when a glass appeared in front of him. He eased himself up to a seat, wincing, and downed the entirety in one swallow. A refill appeared and Lisinthir looked up.

Across from him the Emperor was standing. His arm hung stiff at his side and he absently rubbed his midriff... and this time the low light touched beads of blood on his side. Scrapes, no doubt. But deep enough.

Lisinthir breathed hard over the glass, letting the alcohol put a wall between himself and the pain, and the fury.

"For a body without claws or teeth, you make do," the Emperor said, studying him.

"Perhaps next time, I will more than make do," Lisinthir answered, the growl in his soul marring his voice.

The Emperor smirked and toasted him.
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The Slave Queen believed the Ambassador to be a male who meant his promises; she also knew herself to be a non-entity, as she had been all her life. Thus the following morning she stood in the center of her suite and warred with herself over whether to prepare for the Ambassador's arrival or resign herself to his failure to appear. At the last, she brought out a small floor-table and pillows. She sent for juice and candied flowers. She brushed her own hair and dispensed with most of her jewels, knowing they would only call attention to her status as one of the kept in the alien's eyes and thus distress him. Then she sat on a pillow and waited... and as she had trusted, he came.

Dressed in brown, which was not a color she would have thought would suit him, but it did. Brown like burnt sugar and a blouse so crisply white it seemed silver, held together with black laces. He had dressed impeccably for her and yet he had only to stand on the landing for a few moments for her to know that he suffered.

"Are you wounded?" she asked, rising.

"Not anymore," the Ambassador said dryly. "Your Surgeon is remarkably apt, if impoverished with words."

"He does not talk much," the Slave Queen said. "Few people know him, or anyone Outside. It keeps them safe."

"I suppose it must," Lisinthir said. He walked to a side table and picked up the book he'd forgotten there. "And here's where I left that. It seems so long ago, does it not?"

She did not answer—how could she? Every day here seemed so much like the next that time and its passage never concerned her. Like Second, the Ambassador seemed to spend his agitation in movement and so she watched; watched and wondered that he was able to move so freely after a second encounter. The Surgeon's touch was deft.

"I think he is pleased," the male continued after a while. "Amused, even."

"To have invited you again with you barely recovered from the first test... surely so," the Slave Queen said. "You should celebrate, and—" she searched for the word, "—/weep/."

"There will be time for /weeping/ later," he said. "For now I am glad to be on my feet and not too much the worse for the wear. Save my dignity." He joined her in front of the table, and seemed too large for it. She sat across from him after he'd made himself comfortable on one of the pillows. "And you? You are well?"

What a bizarre question. "My world changes very little, Ambassador," she said. "As I am today I shall be tomorrow, and very likely the next. I am more concerned with you."

"He did not do more to me than he did yesterday," the Ambassador said. "Remarkably less... or else I weathered it better. I will survive, lady. Somehow. And I will accomplish my aims."

Hearing it, she believed him and marveled.

He lifted the book. "Shall I teach you to speak?"

"Are those stories?" the Slave Queen dared to ask.

"Music, actually," he said. "But also stories in the lyrics, and they are our oldest stories. You like stories?"

"I used to," the Slave Queen said, fighting the uncomfortable sensation of regret. "When there were those who told them to me."

"Well then, I will tell you stories," the Ambassador said with relish. "It will serve us, since to teach you to speak I must teach you to think as we do."

"That you shall never accomplish!"

"We'll see," he said with a grin and flipped through yellowed pages. "But which story to tell. You must forgive me if I go slowly."

"Is it so difficult to choose?" the Slave Queen asked. On the passing pages she saw only lines and curves, none she could make sense of.

"No... it's just that these are Eldritch songs."

"And you do not sing," the Slave Queen guessed.

He laughed; it was not a laugh free of his recent experiences, but that he could laugh at all was an accomplishment. "Oh, I can sing, though a bard I won't ever be. It's just that they're in my tongue and I am teaching you Universal. I will have to translate." He stopped on one page. "Technically I should not be telling you these stories at all. My people observe a habit of secrecy that has its own name... we call it the Veil, and we are not supposed to part it for outsiders. We do not teach them our tongue, tell them our histories or stories, or reveal ourselves personally. We don't allow medical tests or research. We rarely, in fact, travel."

The Slave Queen folded her arms around her chest. "And you will tell me these stories because I am a non-entity, and you do not feel compelled to wear this Veil for me?"

He looked up at her with intent eyes. "I part this Veil for you because you have earned my trust."

"I wish I hadn't," the Slave Queen said, ducking her head. "I wish you would see me as all the others do. I wish you had not brought me these questions, these feelings."

He set the book down. "I have offended," he said, though his tone was careful, probing.

"No," she said. "You have been nothing more than yourself. But just by doing so, you have complicated my life." She closed her eyes. "The Surgeon speaks to me, and perhaps he does that to all things that can talk back. But Second now addresses me as if I know things that are useful." Opening her eyes, she looked at him. "What is the value of being a person? Why should I want this thing? Why should your trust mean so much to me? I suffer enough. I wish to court no more suffering."

He looked at her with great sobriety. "Perhaps I do you wrong, lady. I act selfishly, because I cannot bear to see you so completely enslaved, when the truth is that only you can decide what the benefits of freedom are and whether they are worth their price. But to treat you like furniture... I cannot do it. Send me away, if that is what you wish, but to use you the way Chatcaava use you is not in me."

She shivered and looked down at her lap, at her folded hands there. She did not want him to go. But she wasn't sure she could bear the changes. She wanted to hear the stories, but not to offer a bed for discontent. She'd thought Laniis would be trouble, but Laniis had been a prisoner like her, resigned to the reality of a lifetime in the tower. The Ambassador was true peril.

"I am afraid," she said, because between loneliness and comfort she couldn't choose.

He offered her his hands and she looked at them, surprised. When he didn't withdraw them, she slid her palms over his, rested her fingers delicately on his wrists. What he felt through his skin she couldn't guess but he did not flinch, nor even make any sign that the gesture had significance beyond the simple touch.

"This is what I offer," he said.

Tired, the Slave Queen laughed. "You make it sound so simple when you have given me to know how much you do just to hold my hands."

"It's merely a connection," the Ambassador said. "Whether it's mind to mind or flesh to flesh. Whether you feel comforted by the heat of my skin or the knowledge that I know your thoughts. It's all the same, lady. It is a bridge."

"It is a choice," she said.

"And choosing is hard," he agreed, for he knew her ambivalence. His grip firmed and he squeezed her hands in his long ones. "I will not force you. Shall I give you time?"

"I... " Somewhere in the words she'd lost control. No. Somewhere in the past weeks she'd lost control. This was not the life she was accustomed to, not the life she understood. She fought for some point of similarity with the events she'd weathered throughout her life and said, "Is there any undoing it?"

"No," the Ambassador said.

"And you are not leaving," she said.

"No," he said.

"Then tell me the stories," the Slave Queen said, though fear quickened her breathing.

He let go of her hands and took up the book.

[image: ***]

On the fourth night, the Emperor tangled himself in the comforter lying across the couch. The seconds he lost yanking free gave Lisinthir enough time to press that long neck into the pillows and give back three nights' worth of anger and humiliation. The Emperor's wings flailed wildly around his head but he ducked their vicious thumb-claws with an agility born of desperation. He even bore the punishment he received for his insolence with less anger than usual, though he fought it so hard he wrenched all the muscles along his side and won himself a new set of tears along the other. That night he walked down to the Surgeon and presented himself for healing without even wiping the bloody streaks from his face.

In his chambers, washing before bed, Lisinthir remembered that at home what he'd just done would have seen him put in stocks; in the Alliance, he would have been tried and possibly imprisoned, depending on which set of laws claimed him. It seemed a strange and distant realization. What was criminal for the Alliance was a triumph to the Chatcaava—to best the Emperor in violence, to make him choke on his own sheets. What it said about him that he'd been capable of it, Lisinthir didn't know. Only that when the opportunity had come no part of him had been unwilling. It had given him little emotional satisfaction, though his body was replete.

But that he'd worried his hosts, he had no doubt; his mailbox still contained no responses to his requests for meetings. The trek to Third's offices had revealed that Third had been sent away on some business... but Second most assuredly was in the capital, for Lisinthir had seen him at supper each night. Despite that, Second never seemed to be in his office when Lisinthir made the journey, nor did that male stop by.

Let him stall. He'd soon learn respect when he found Lisinthir hopping the pillows. And in the mean, it gave Lisinthir needed time to keep himself all of one piece. To go every night to brutality, to let it enter his mind through bruised grip and swift blow, and then to let it flow out of him in time to eat a cordial after-breakfast meal and teach the Slave Queen of freedom, love and personhood... that required more of him than he'd ever needed to give. Not even the pettiness of Ontine had prepared him for this. Dueling had made his body flexible. The Alliance had stretched his mind. Together they proved a poor education for an impossible enterprise.

Surely soon, he would accomplish what he'd entered into this relationship to gain: the Emperor's confidences. Until then, he would do all he could to remain himself, apart from what he did. Unmoved. Somehow.
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The passing days made the Ambassador's stories no less boggling. He spoke of queens who wielded power so great that males bowed to them and begged to sire their offspring. He spoke of battles in which single individuals proved so powerful they defeated entire armies. In his stories, love moved people to feats of incredible stupidity... and then saved them from the consequences. There were no slaves, though prisoners there were a-plenty. And while not all the stories ended happily, all of them resounded with stern triumph and an alien consistency.

Every morning, she sat and listened, and learned new words from the lips of a male who sometimes sat straight as a tower, and sometimes drooped with palpable exhaustion. But always he came, and she passed the mornings in his company and wondered that the Emperor had not slain him yet.

She wondered too, that the Emperor had not seen her since the Ambassador's entrance to the testing; thus her guarded curiosity when he did arrive one evening after supper. He did not leap for her, nor command her to any task... as he hunted in the chest near the landing for whatever he sought to use on her, she almost heard him... thrumming. An absent noise, self-satisfied. Astonished, she waited on her knees as he moved with the deft languor of the well-pleased. He turned to her with ribbons and wraps and gestured for her to rise.

"The statue wants finishing," he said.

Compliant, the Slave Queen posed herself as he had dictated the night the Ambassador had been brought before him in the company of guards. She locked her gaze on the banister so as not to draw attention to her surprise. He so rarely came to her without agitation in his heart. To have him winding ribbons around her thighs and threading silk cord through the perforations in her wings, content with such a trivial obeisance, left her unnerved.

He had tied her legs together and her wings apart when Second shuffled up the stairs and bowed before him.

"A pleasant surprise," the Emperor said. "You do not come up here enough, Second. Sit, sit."

"Thank you, Exalted," Second said, though his voice was heavy.

"Shall I tie her arms up or to one side?" the Emperor asked. "I should like her to represent Ease."

"Ease," Second repeated.

"Perhaps I should have had her lie down first," the Emperor said. "But I want a beautiful curve, one that suits the eye."

"Exalted," Second said. "There are several matters I fear I must discuss with you."

"I am listening," the Emperor said, and his voice grew just crisp enough for the Slave Queen to know that Second had drawn him out of his reverie.

"Third has been absent too long."

"Third is on assignment," the Emperor said. "Doing work I sent him to do. Work he is good at."

"Work he will use to attempt to curry favor," Second said.

"He may succeed," the Emperor said, then hissed a laugh. "I wanted to give him the opportunity. He has disappointed me too much, too often."

"You could take a new Third."

"But training a new subordinate is tiresome, and I am busy," the Emperor said, and looped a ribbon around the Slave Queen's neck. She ducked her head demurely, and from this angle could not see her master, but could see Second—and his worried frown—well enough.

"You need not spend so much time on what keeps you busy now," Second said.

"I needn't, but I can," the Emperor said. "That is what fascinates me."

"It's been two weeks," Second said. "Almost three. Surely there is nothing new to see."

The Emperor laughed. "Spoken like one outside my antechamber. Is it not enough that he comes to me every night, survives me and returns for more the following evening? And there he sits on the fifth pillow, and the court mocks him and fears him and wonders why he's there when he does not look injured. And yet I injure him."

"You give honor wounds to an alien," Second said. "If the court discovered it, they could accuse you of devaluing honor."

"Let them come to me every night for nearly thirty days and tell me that the alien has not earned that honor," the Emperor said. He lifted the Slave Queen's head with a hand beneath her jaw, positioning it with a slight tilt. "He fascinates. I push and he does not yield. It is new, Second. I am curious."

"He is no different from the others," Second said, and in his voice the Slave Queen marked the rasp of desperation. "Not at core."

"Ah, but he is," the Emperor said. "What other Alliance Ambassador has dared what he dares?"

"He cares about creatures unworthy of such regard," Second said. "He cares about slaves, Exalted! Surely his rescue of them should tell you that much!"

"He did it to prove himself against me," the Emperor said.

"He did it because he could not bear to see females in their proper place," Second said. "I speak truth, Exalted! How can anyone who values the lives of slaves be worthy of your claws?"

Now, at last, the Emperor's brow furrowed and he turned from his pleasure. The tension in his back pulled his wing-vanes taut. "You suggest he saved them because he was too soft to watch them suffer."

"Yes!"

"Even though he watched a female of his own species suffer beneath my hand for hours, in public, and did not flinch."

"It was an act, Exalted. Test him. You will see I speak truth. Devise a way to expose this weakness in him and you will see he is no different from those the Alliance sent before."

The Emperor turned back to the Slave Queen and held a ribbon up to her cheek. "Very well. I shall do so tonight. But I think you are wrong, Second. I think this one is different."

Second rose and bowed his head. "All you can do is test him, Exalted. The truth of the freak will be revealed."

"We shall see," the Emperor said, and Second excused himself. Slowly, the Emperor wound her more tightly into her statue. Each ribbon and cord increased her sense of desperation. Would that she could warn the Ambassador of his impending test...

The Emperor left her there, tied into an artful curve, and as the moon cut a shadow from her body and slowly trapped it against the wall, the Slave Queen whimpered into the silence.
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That night the Emperor was not in the front room and Lisinthir investigated a series of opulent studies, libraries and bathing chambers until he discovered the protected room in the very center of the suite. There he found the Chatcaavan lounging on a bed twice the expected size. He was already drinking, and his eyes were on the door as Lisinthir entered.

"Serve yourself," the Emperor said. "You can pour a bottle."

Caught off balance by the unexpected intimacy of the room, Lisinthir glanced at its edges until he found the sideboard. The brandy in the decanter was twice as old as the one in the front room, if his nose was any judge.

"Disrobe," the Emperor said.

"I think I'll stay clothed, thank you," Lisinthir said, leaning back against the sideboard and taking a sip from his glass. "It's quite chilly."

"Did you think that a request?" the Emperor asked. "Or do you simply prefer your clothing in rags? I have been keeping track, wingless freak... I've destroyed twenty-four of your outfits." He grinned, all tooth and no good. "Perhaps your goal is to end up with a Chatcaavan wardrobe."

"I'd fill it better than most of your courtiers," Lisinthir said, affecting a casual arrogance he didn't at all feel. The longer the Emperor remained on that side of the room, the more ominous he seemed. The honesty of their violent confrontations before struck Lisinthir as safer than this building tension.

"It was not a request," the Emperor said after a silence that had seemed to vibrate.

"If you like my body so much, you can come disrobe it yourself," Lisinthir said.

But the anger he'd hoped to inspire never surfaced. The Emperor hissed a laugh and slid off the bed. He set his glass on the sideboard and caught a handful of the Eldritch's hair.

"Come," the Emperor said, and pulled him by it to the bed. Reluctantly, Lisinthir followed until they reached the edge. He did not realize how much he relied on the Emperor's touch to warn him of impending action until the Chatcaavan had thrown him onto his knees. The moment his knees hit the ground, Lisinthir struggled to stand again.

"Stay," the dragon hissed. "Or would you prefer I take my desires to one of the kept? You could watch me kill her, if you like."

Lisinthir froze, then said, "You would kill her anyway, at some point."

"That is provably untrue," the Emperor said, almost conversationally. "Consult with my court. Ask Second to show you the database. Of all the Emperors to claim the Throne of Thorns since we became an empire, I have been the least interested in killing my possessions. I do not kill without cause. But this—this is a worthy cause."

"You wouldn't," Lisinthir said, willing it to be true.

"I will. Shall we go now?"

"I won't come with you," Lisinthir said.

"The guards will solve that problem," the Emperor said and let go of his hair. "Let us go."

"No," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor lifted both hands and waited. When Lisinthir didn't rise, he laughed. "Ah... so it's true! Second was right. You have a soft core, just like all those who came before you. I can make you obey me just by threatening those you consider innocent. I am correct?"

Lisinthir stared at the male's thighs, fighting red fury.

The Emperor slipped a finger beneath his chin and tilted his head up, and through that one finger fed him such a barrage of lust and desire to dominate that Lisinthir swayed back.

"That was not a rhetorical question, wingless one. Answer your master."

"No man is my master," Lisinthir growled.

"No, every man is your master," the Emperor said, stroking the edge of Lisinthir's jaw. "Because you cannot stand to allow anyone to be hurt whom you can save. Is that right?"

That he was shaking surprised him; that it was rage, not fear, that made him tremble so hard did. He struggled to take long, even breaths and couldn't. Everything within the edge of his vision shook.

"Answer me, Beauty."

"Yes," Lisinthir said finally, then glared up at the Chatcaavan with such ferocity he summoned a curl of violence in the dragon. "Yes, I can be controlled by threats of harm to others. I am a decent man."

"You are a decent Alliance freak," the Emperor corrected. "No male at all." His hand glided past Lisinthir's ear and clutched in his hair, tangling it into a knot at his neck. He pushed the Eldritch's head down. "Bite me and die."

Lisinthir did as he was forced.

He also bit him anyway, on the thigh.
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When the Ambassador stumbled into her chamber nigh unto dawn, she despaired of her state, unable to move to him. Indeed, it took him several moments to place her in the room and when he saw her he growled. His movements as he strode to her and began untying her were harshly controlled, but even so he yanked, and he touched her more frequently and with less grace than was his wont. She longed to care for him, to bring him something to drink, mound pillows for him to use... but the moment the last of her limbs had been released they gave beneath her weight and sent her tumbling forward into his arms. She hoped desperately that whatever he felt through her exposed skin did not worsen his situation.

"No," he said. "No, never fear that." He slid an arm beneath her knees and another in an awkward diagonal from her waist up between her wings and carried her to the same divan she'd used as an invalid Eldritch imposter. Once settled, he draped her own translucent shawl over her body. "Shall I bring you something?"

She struggled to sit up. "Ambassador—"

"Ssh," he said hoarsely, touching a finger to the tip of her mouth. "It looks worse than it is." His mouth twisted. "In fact, my body believes tonight was gentler than any other night I have been with him."

"Then why—"

"There are places no medic can touch," the Ambassador said softly.

"I don't understand," she said, desperate to. She had never seen that look on his face, could not even describe it.

"He has discovered, your Emperor, that my obedience to his whim can be compelled by threatening others with harm."

"It can?" the Queen asked, eyes widening.

He merely looked at her, and his stories of knights and princes and saviors rushed through her like water over parched earth. "Oh, no, my-better."

"I am here to do the business of the Alliance and to deliver my nation's citizens to freedom when they're enslaved. Of course I want to win no one harm."

"But there are no citizens left here!" the Slave Queen said. "Surely he has not found new ones... I would know. They would have to be fitted for collars."

He had turned his face from hers and closed his eyes, and in the anguished crease of his brow she read the unfathomable truth. "You mean to say us? Females? You would bow your head to save us? But we die, Ambassador! We live on our knees, we serve and we die when we are ordered. That is our lot! You cannot save us from it, not forever!"

"But for a little while," he whispered.

Heedless of what it might do to him, she grasped his arm. "Ambassador, no! You cannot allow this weakness to dictate your relationship with the Emperor, or he will—"

"—humiliate me? Use me? Force me to pleasure him like some piece of chattel? Your warning comes too late. I can still taste the blood in the back of my throat." He drew a long breath in through his flared nostrils. "If he were anyone else I'd believe it a bluff. But I've felt his callousness through my skin and I know he'll do it. He'd kill one of you." He lifted dusk-blue eyes to hers. "To avoid watching someone die because of my pride, I will kneel to him."

She struggled with a new and unpleasant emotion. Guilt. This was guilt. "A male must have pride. It is essential."

"If what I feel now is considered weakness rather than conviction, then I am lost," he said. "I cannot do anything else."

She rubbed her arms, seeing in her mind the Emperor's curiosity, his satisfaction. "Perhaps not," she said slowly.

"Lady?"

"You are not Chatcaavan," the Slave Queen said.

"Obviously," he said with a humorless smile.

She pressed on. "He has never been so serious with a male from the Alliance, Ambassador. The dignitaries who filled your position before he ignored, save to frighten them enough to drive them away. The females he enslaved and used as casually as he did Chatcaavan females, or to slake a purely scientific curiosity. But you... " The good humor of the Emperor's comments to Second filled her with wary hope. "You have become more. It is different with you. He finds you fascinating."

He looked up at her. "I am new enough to him."

"You have not broken to him completely," the Slave Queen said. "He will want to see you to that desolation before he gives you up. That has been his pattern before. Still... " She studied the circles beneath his eyes. "Is this healthy for you? I can see no obvious marks on you, and yet you look worse than you have in weeks."

He took another long, measured breath. "I can no longer distinguish easily, lady. Between his feelings and mine when he assails me. Is it my anger? His? Is the hunger mine? What of the pleasure? Are we equally savage, or does he re-make me with every touch on my body? Sometimes... I question myself."

She canted her head. "That you should not, Ambassador. As long as you are willing to bow your head to spare the pain of the worthless, you are no Chatcaavan. No matter what you feel when you are defending your life and your honor. It is what moves you that makes you who you are."

He looked at her then. Touched her cheek with the backs of two fingers and smiled with such frailty that she wanted to hide before she could accept the burden of his trust. "Thank you," he said softly. "For reminding me of that."

"You will not thank me the longer you stay, realizing what a weakness it is," she said.

His smile grew stronger then. "I will live, lady, truly. These fragile bodies are compensated by strong spirits."

"He will grow crueler," she said. "It is his way, if ferocity alone does not win him what he wants. Particularly when he has exposed a weakness he can use."

"And yet you are still supple, lady, who have been his all your life," the Ambassador said.

The Slave Queen tucked a strand of hair behind a horn, her hand brushing the broad silver collar around her neck. Her muscles still felt weak but now she could no longer tell whether it was the aftermath from being bound or if dread stole her strength instead. "It is not so hard for females. Not even winged ones. We are born stripped of any threat to a male, so they waste little energy on us. We are objects for use, not rivals. You do not crush an object so long as it serves the use you intended when you obtained it." His eyes grew hard. She continued. "I know it pains you to hear it, but it is the only thing that keeps us safe from the killing games the males engage in with one another. In that it is a blessing." She sighed. "And so no advice I can give you will help you. You do not want to react to the Emperor as a female would. In no way."

"I hope I already haven't."

The Slave Queen glanced at the length of his body. "You fight him," she said. "That at least is male. Is it rage? Do you try to overpower him? To anger him?"

"I wear his anger at my insolence," the Ambassador said with a thin smile. "I hurt nothing he really needed. But he needed to be reminded that I am no pet."

His voice was a hunter's, and she shivered. "He will think you no pet if you wear savagery that blatant in his bed."

He looked away and the flame in his voice guttered, leaving it low and tired. "I do not enjoy it," he said. "Anger whittles at your soul. It becomes you. It moves you to acts you would otherwise abhor."

Daring, she asked, "Perhaps you could come to enjoy it?"

He shook himself. "No. I am no Chatcaavan to be aroused by pain and violence."

"We are not all the same," she said.

He smiled then, a delicate thing, swiftly passing. "So I have learned."

Her skin grew warm. "Is there some way I may help? You cannot bear stress so great, Ambassador. It will unmake you. If there is some way this unworthy one could aid you—" To pay recompense for not having been able to warn him, some part of her whispered.

"To come here to you, to find a quiet place where the emotions are healthier," he said, and hesitated before continuing, "to touch someone whose mind is not a maze of violence and depravity. That would help me beyond measure."

She reached for his hands and cradled them in hers. "Then come here to this. Unless you can meet such quiet alone?"

The Ambassador shook his head. "No, lady. I fear you are my best anchor."

"Then use me," the Slave Queen said. "This use, at least, I give willingly, and takes nothing from me to provide."

He closed his eyes and allowed his head to drop until it rested against the arm of her chair. Gently, she set a hand on his shoulder. In the other hand, his fingers tightened, squeezed. She almost missed his words then.

"I fear the coming weeks, lady. By God, how I fear them."

Silently, she agreed.
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"How kind of you to see me," Lisinthir said, standing in the door to Second's office.

"It was not my intention to delay our discussion," Second said. "I have been concerned with other matters."

"No doubt," Lisinthir said. "Though you leave me somewhat perplexed. Is the relationship the Empire sustains with the Alliance so low on the list of your government's priorities that you cannot make time for its ambassador?"

"The Empire must exist in order to sustain this relationship," Second said and indicated a chair. "For that, it must be run. Surely you understand, Ambassador."

Lisinthir had not yet been inside Second's office. With its balcony and open doors, it did not look dissimilar from his guest suite's, but it was twice as large and lined with bookcases. Books, scrolls and tablets filled the shelves with an occasional decoration—here a jagged amethyst formation, there a globe of onyx. The only free wall, the one directly in front of Second's writing desk, was taken up in its entirety by a viewscreen that currently displayed a map of the Throneworld's solar system. The room gave an impression of a studious man... one with no other personality. Lisinthir wondered if Second had other passions or if he was as simple as his office suggested.

Taking the offered seat, Lisinthir said, "There are so many things for us to discuss it seems reasonable to address them one at a time. I will be here long enough to come to each."

"Is that so?"

"Why wouldn't it be?" Lisinthir asked. Second's face was far less mobile than the Emperor's, but he could read Chatcaavan faces well enough to know a guarded expression when he saw one.

"The previous ambassadors have returned to the Alliance after only a few months," Second said. "I thought perhaps this was common practice."

"We thought we'd attempt a new approach," Lisinthir said dryly. "You'll be dealing with me for at least two years. Possibly longer. But two years is my specified assignment. Which will give you plenty of time to explain to me, for instance, why Chatcaavan military vessels were spotted on the Alliance side of the border near the colonies of Far Hearth, Genevis and Karritwen."

"I assure you, there are no military vessels in your space, Ambassador."

Lisinthir's brows rose. "Do you suggest I lie, Second?"

"I suggest nothing," Second said. "I only state a fact. No military vessels were authorized to enter your space, which as I am certain you will remind me would be a breach of the treaty terms."

"And yet, the evidence is there," Lisinthir said.

"So you say." Second folded his hands on the desk top.

"I thought perhaps it was an innocent mistake," Lisinthir said. "A charting database that had not yet updated. A navigational error. Perhaps a training exercise by the uninitiated."

"We do not make such mistakes," Second said.

"How comforting for the colonists," Lisinthir said, trying to stare past the wall in Second's eyes. "Shall I go back and tell them that they hallucinate?"

"It is natural to assume the worst when one has partial data and lives on a border with an ally of the Empire's power," Second said.

"We do not make such mistakes," Lisinthir said.

"We have not broken with the treaty terms," Second said. "I cannot say it many more ways. But I can try."

"And if I bring you proof—"

"—sensor data can be falsified," Second said. "You would have much to gain by such a claim, would you not?"

"That is quite an accusation," Lisinthir said.

"And yours is not?" Second shook his head. "No, Ambassador. There is nothing more to discuss on this issue. You impugn the honor of the Empire. Did I not know it to be a lie, I would be offended." He thinned his eyes. "And now my time is very valuable, Ambassador. You will permit me to return to my duties, I am sure."

"I would not dream of keeping you from them," Lisinthir said, rising.

"Good afternoon, then."

Lisinthir backed out of the room, then turned and strode back into the hall and started down the stairs. He shouldn't have been surprised, but he was. He'd expected more malleability, particularly in response to direct confrontation, something the Chatcaava appeared to approve of. If all his negotiation with Second went this way, he'd accomplish nothing. It made him wonder if the previous ambassadors had experienced similar meetings... if that was why nothing with the Empire seemed to ever change.

He stopped in his suite to change for supper, though by now his wardrobe had dwindled and he had far too many scraps for patchwork. He had not missed the Emperor's remark that first night he'd been forced to the humiliation tests. Second had goaded the Emperor into seeking Lisinthir's weaknesses. Obviously, Second wanted to send him away.

Obviously, what he did now gave him more potential for power than Second thought wise.

Lisinthir dressed in black to honor the male whose invitation would no doubt come before supper's end and left the suite with locked jaw and the fierce determination to keep the Emperor guessing. No matter what it cost him.
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The Slave Queen had become so resigned to her silent suite that the soft scritch of claws on stone surprised her, even more so when it accompanied a meek female into her presence. Twining both sets of hands together, the female said, "You are needed in the retiring room."

The Slave Queen frowned. "Is it the Mother's time, then?"

"It will soon be the morning of the third day that the Mother has been sequestered," the female said.

"Three days!" the Slave Queen said, standing. "I will attend her at once."

The female dipped her head and scurried back down the stairs, and the Slave Queen followed. The Mother should not have retired for the birth until the pains had brought her to within a few hours of delivery. While there had been Mothers who'd entered the retiring room early in order to gain sympathy, this Mother had not seemed the sort to court the bad luck that harem myth assigned to those who abused the safety of that room, the one room in the entire complex where a female could not be abused, used or commanded. There were many reasons for the Slave Queen to think fondly of this Mother, not the least was her genuine joy to be given the pendant that symbolized permission to seek the Emperor's divine attention... and her resonant bliss when the Slave Queen had draped the face-jewel over her head when she'd conceived.

And this Mother had been kind to the Alliance slaves.

Downstairs, the harem air was subdued. The females did not look up as the Slave Queen passed among them, heading for the tiny room in the core of the suite that belonged to females and females alone. It was the only room with a door, and the Slave Queen let herself in, closing it behind her.

The Mother was shivering and pacing. Her skin was slick and had lost color; her belly had dropped, placing the child in the correct position for birth. The event should have taken place within hours of the drop, but the Mother was still here. The flesh around her hip-bones had stiffened into tight creases.

"It won't come," the Mother whimpered, clasping the Slave Queen with all four hands. "This one walks and walks and it won't come."

"Quiet," the Slave Queen said, pulling the Mother to a padded bench. "Sit."

"It hurts to sit," the Mother said, cupping her face in her upper hands as her lower ones squeezed the Slave Queen's arms. "It hurts to do everything."

"Sit so I may look into you," the Slave Queen said. "I have seen twelve Mothers before you. I have some small knowledge of these things."

The Mother backed onto the bench, still trembling. The Slave Queen crouched before her knees and pushed them apart gently. There she found fearsome signs: streaks of blood but no paler fluids, which would have signified a promising leak from the womb. Blood by itself only augured death as the unborn child pressed against unforgiving hips and tore the ligaments and tendons around them. Too much of that and the body would bleed to death in secret, with little warning. And the infant, already beginning to need air, would suffocate in the womb.

How terrible an end for such a beautiful beginning. This Mother had shown such promise and borne her new transition to a title with grace.

"Should this one walk more?" the Mother asked. The jewels of her head-piece were now stuck to her face by sweat.

"Yes," the Slave Queen said despite the hopelessness of the scene. "I will remain with you."

So the Mother paced, and the Slave Queen perched on the bench and watched. As she watched, she became reacquainted with her own ambivalence. She would never be the Mother. But a child would never kill her on its way into the world, either.

How long she sat there, bearing silent witness, she did not know. But a female slipped her head in the door and whispered, "There is someone here for you."

Since to ask for the Mother now was outside possibility, the Slave Queen exited the room and found the Ambassador on the other side. The windows outlined him in a halo of golden light; the morning had well-advanced to give him such a dazzling aura.

"I worried," he said. "I was told you where here when I asked."

"I am well," the Slave Queen said.

"You do not look well."

She closed her eyes. "It is not a good time."

"Can I help?" he asked, voice softening.

"Not unless you are some master of childbirth," the Slave Queen said, allowing despair to speak with her voice. "The Mother will die soon. I must stay here so she will not pass that threshold alone."

"Why is the Surgeon not here?" he asked.

She blinked against the light but could not see his expression. Did he make a joke? "Females do not merit the services of surgeons or medics, Ambassador. All this time here and still you do not understand that we are replaceable?"

"Where is the nearest comm unit?" he asked.

Confused and too tired to follow his non sequitur, she pointed the tip of her mouth at one wall. "You cannot operate it," she added.

"Then do so for me," he said. When she paused, he said, "Please."

Confused into blank obedience, the Slave Queen walked to the unit and slipped her claws into it. When it responded, she looked at him. He leaned over her head and said, "The Surgeon."

Her eyes grew round. He didn't move but waited there, his hair falling over her shoulder and across one wing arm. Finally, "This is the clinic."

"This is the Ambassador. I have need of the Surgeon. I am in the imperial harem."

"We will dispatch immediately."

"Thank you."

The link closed.

"Why—why—"

"The Mother needs medical treatment," the Ambassador said, and gently pulled her fingers from the unit. "It is in my power to request it."

"It will do no good!" the Slave Queen exclaimed. She ignored the females watching them. "He will arrive and hearing that you have no need of him, leave again. You cannot force him to heal the Mother."

"I can but try," the Ambassador said.

"It is ludicrous!" she said.

He canted his head and it struck her that they had inverted roles somehow. He was the calm one, patient with what fate might bring, leaning against the wall and glowing morning-white. She was the one who, confused, dashed herself against the rocks like the waves she now observed as often as the sky.

"Do you say that she is not worth the attempt?" he asked. "Do you believe what they tell you, that your lives are empty of meaning?"

"I—" she stumbled to a halt. Then she whispered, "It is a terrible way to die."

"Let us see what we can do," he said.

She turned her face from his and found the entirety of the harem in attendance. To be sure, they were not obvious about it: they faced other directions, they curled up as in repose. But there was no mistaking the receptive silence. They did not love her. They did not love themselves. But the possibility of better treatment—that they understood. She hoped for their sakes they did not come to expect it. The Ambassador might believe in his own power, but he was but one individual... one wingless freak in an Empire full of talons and fangs.

The Surgeon dove through the window, scattering flowers from a nearby vase with his wind. He came to a halt near the Ambassador and squinted at him.

"You do not appear injured."

"I do not require your aid for myself," the Ambassador said, "But for the Mother, who will die without it."

"I do not treat females," the Surgeon said, and turned to go.

The Ambassador caught his arm. "Do you lack the skill?"

That prompted a quizzical look. "Of course not."

"The experience then," the Ambassador said.

"No."

"Ah! You have treated females before!" the Ambassador said.

"No," the Surgeon said, then hissed and rolled his head. "I have experience. Just not in treating females."

"You fear then that you will be unequal to the task."

"Nothing of the kind. I am merely uninterested."

The Ambassador's brows lifted. "Uninterested in saving the offspring of the Emperor?"

The Surgeon's tail lashed. He said nothing.

"Among the Eldritch, when a woman dies of childbirth she usually takes the child with her unless there is a competent doctor to assist," the Ambassador continued. "Is it so with the Chatcaava, lady?"

So stunned a witness she'd been to this conversation, the Slave Queen nearly missed her cue to enter it. "Yes, my-better."

"Perhaps it will be a son," the Ambassador said, as if musing. "A male, dead because of your inaction."

"It is said that males fight their hosts more vigorously on their way into the world," the Slave Queen said demurely, barely daring to believe that the Surgeon was still in the room.

"The Emperor has many sons already," the Surgeon said.

"Every male is worthy," the Ambassador said.

The Surgeon's eyes had thinned to glowing slits. "It might be a daughter."

"It might be a son," the Ambassador said.

No words then. Only the white sunlight shining in rays between their bodies, joined by white palm to scaled arm. The Slave Queen held her breath.

"Stay here," the Surgeon said to him, including her in his gaze. He opened the door into the retiring room and closed it behind him.

The Slave Queen staggered, breathed in with a gasp. The Ambassador took her by the wrists, pulled her to a bench near the room.

"How," she whispered.

"It was only a duel," the Ambassador said, his voice so gentle she felt it as a caress over her horn, across her forehead. "A duel with words. The weapon is hardly important so long as you understand the dance." He looked at the closed door. "Will he save her?"

"I don't know," the Slave Queen said. "Maybe." Then, overcome, she pressed her head against his shoulder, not caring who in the harem saw this weakness. Let them stare. Let them have fuel for their gossip. Let them see her thanking an alien for the life of one of their own.

They waited together, and as time passed her emotions quieted. She relaxed against his side.

"Does this happen often?" he asked quietly. "Complications."

"More for the unwinged females," the Slave Queen said. "Those of us who can shift can open our hips for the child, or so it is said."

"You have never been the Mother," he said.

"No," she said. "I have always been and will always be the Slave Queen."

He pressed her head back against his shoulder and she allowed it.

The shadows had shortened and grown darker when at last the Surgeon exited the room. He stood at the threshold and looked at the Ambassador.

"A boy," the Surgeon said only, and left through the window. The Slave Queen rushed past him into the room and found the Mother, wan and drooping but alive, cradling an exhausted infant against her breast with her upper set of arms. She touched the Mother's forehead, her arm, her cheek.

"Yes," the Mother said in a voice nearly so small as to be inaudible. "This one lives. But why?"

The Slave Queen clasped the female's lower hands. "Does 'why' matter?" she asked. "Let us rejoice."

The Mother smiled and said, "The 'why' does matter... to this unworthy one. But at least this one knows the 'how.'" She pressed her forehead to the Slave Queen's, cooling it with her sweat and lending the Slave Queen, for a moment, the sensation of the weight of the Mother's jewels.

Could she have wept, she would have, and the soft shadow cast by the Ambassador at the door striped her back like a lash.
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/Have you made progress?/ was the message that awaited him after supper. Lisinthir studied his data tablet, keyed in, /I am solidifying my credibility among our allies in order to pursue our aims with more success. Will keep you apprised./

That was, he supposed, true enough. Then he left for the Emperor's tower, his mind held carefully blank in preparation for the trial to come. In such spirit he arrived, numb, nearly floating apart from himself; on the threshold of the suite, he closed his eyes and drew in a long breath before pressing deeper toward the bedchamber. He expected to find the Emperor on the bed already, as had been the pattern in past days. He expected the command to undress which had saved his clothing and shredded his pride.

But the Emperor was at the windows. Open tonight for the thin, cool air to drift in, tousle his mane past the cage of horns that decorated his head.

The Chatcaavan didn't speak. So Lisinthir didn't either. He bowed his head and let go of anxiety. Concentrated on the pleasure of still wearing clothing flush to his skin, of the breeze that made his cheeks tingle and the silence and dim lighting that soothed his too-heightened senses. He willed the world not to move.

"I have a son today," the Emperor said. "Because of you."

Lisinthir lifted his head.

"Why?" the Emperor asked. "Why did you do it?"

"Your question is baffling," Lisinthir said. "Surely you know me well enough by now to answer it."

"I know you not at all," the Emperor said. "Every night for three weeks I raped you to bleeding. Subsequent to that, I have, every night for weeks now, forced you to perform acts that repulse you under threat of violence, merely because I can. You should despise me. Given the opportunity to strike a blow against me, you should have. And you did not. Why?"

"You're right," Lisinthir said. "All this time and still you don't know me at all."

The Emperor left the window and walked up to him. Toe to toe the height difference left Lisinthir looking down at the male.

"I force you to obscenity out of this weakness," the Emperor said. "You complete my power over you."

"I serve life despite you," Lisinthir said. "And thus your power over me is meaningless."

The Emperor stepped back, eyes glowing. "You admit to enslavement and call it strength."

"We all serve something, Exalted," Lisinthir said. "The only question is what strength we derive from that service. Mine puts me at your feet and bows my head... but also gives me the ability to do so as often as you call for me without falling to despair or losing myself. Is that weakness—or defiance?"

"You are an alien!" the Emperor exclaimed.

"I'm glad you noticed," Lisinthir said with a grin.

"All other aliens have feared me," the Emperor said. "They have crumbled. They served me also, but their service destroyed them."

"Perhaps you do not understand what alien strength is, then," Lisinthir said.

"Alien strength is saving the life of the son of your enemy," the Emperor said.

"Yes," Lisinthir said.

"And giving your body to your enemy to save the lives of strangers."

"Yes," Lisinthir said.

"And also, somehow, biting the throat of the one who could kill you."

A laugh surprised him on its way out. Lisinthir grinned, at ease again despite the toll of weeks of fury and exhaustion and trial. "Yes."

"I don't understand at all," the Emperor said.

"You will not unriddle me in a month, Exalted," Lisinthir said.

"No," the Emperor said, and grinned. He turned to the bottle of brandy and poured them both glasses, handing one to Lisinthir. "Drink."

His skin prickled. "Shall I disrobe, then?"

"No," the Emperor said, surprising him. "Tonight we merely drink." He lifted his glass. "To the health of my newest progeny. May he live to attempt to steal my Empire from me."

Lisinthir raised his glass. "To your son."
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The females of the harem rallied around the Mother when she at last had the strength to leave the retiring room. As always, an infant created solidarity among them, a solidarity that the Slave Queen usually encouraged by leaving as soon as possible.

This time, however, one of the females caught her wrist before she could go.

"Stay."

Bewildered, the Slave Queen let them tuck her back into their midst, the Mother pulling her deepest into its core and handing her the child to hold. She had never had a chance to do so for very long... much less to do so while the females chirped and laughed and whispered with gay excitement around her. When she looked at the Mother for guidance, the Mother said, "You saved this one. And the baby. Stay with these ones."

"I did nothing," the Slave Queen protested in a low voice, so as not to disturb the sleeping child. "The Surgeon—"

"He-our-better was only the instrument."

"Then the Ambassador—"

"Was here because of you," the Mother said. The females were silent, but their stares were frank in their agreement. "He-the-alien was moved by you. By your distress on this one's behalf. Had you not cared for this one's fate, he would not have done what he did."

"You have power," one of the females said.

"No," the Slave Queen said. "No, the Ambassador has power. I am what I have always been."

Laughter, light and not quite mocking. Perhaps even friendly.

Said Moon, "Do not play the fool, Mistress. Not all power is shaped by talon and fang."

She wanted to ask what they knew that she did not, but couldn't bring the question to her teeth. They wanted her here, their approval astounded her and the Mother's warm regard undid her. So she stayed, and she rocked the baby and passed him around until he woke and squalled for his meal. Even then, the harem did not push her away with cold eyes and turned backs. Had she desired it, she could have remained and played a board game, or talked, or had her hair brushed, her body bathed.

But it was too much. She tendered her regards and fled to her tower, to the silence that now seemed an accusation and solace both. She tried to bathe, but the water brought her no peace, no stillness. There was no question of sleep. Even her perch on the windowsill and the beauty of an evening with translucent clouds and distant, clear stars could not quiet the tumult in her soul.

She understood then how Second and the Ambassador could need movement. She spent the evening in fruitless motion, hugging herself, trying to outpace the din in her head, the one she'd summoned to drown out the things there she did not want to hear. She walked. She glanced out the window and back again, her head swinging wildly. The morning encroached and still she could not sleep.

"Will you tell me a story today to explain this morning?" the Slave Queen asked when the Ambassador entered, as he must, inevitable as the dawn that had separated her from the unending night.

He stopped at the landing. "Lady?"

"Why," she said. "Why this light seems so different." She stopped at the window to gather it against herself, to feel it as inspiration, as softness for a chafed and agitated soul. "Why I cannot stand still. Why you are now the sky and I the clouds dashing across it." She stopped, pressing her wings tightly toward her back, as tightly as the lacquered folds would allow. "Why the Mother is alive, and you are alive, and nothing is the same."

He walked closer then. "Has something changed so much, then?"

"You have made my life different," she said. "And that was strange enough. Then you made Laniis's different. And then Second's, and the Emperor's ... and the Surgeon's, and now the Mother's. You are everywhere. You make people behave in ways they do not behave." She stopped moving with difficulty. "Tell me a story to explain this. There must be an explanation in some language, somewhere."

He laughed then, and she noticed him for the first time, noticed that he looked complete in himself as he had not for weeks. His smile was unfettered, his movements a pure grace that was nothing like Chatcaavan, not at all feral. Only purposeful and finished.

"What happened?" she asked.

He sought and found the juice she hadn't had the concentration to prepare for them and poured it himself. "The Emperor thanked me for his son."

"And that's why you did it," the Slave Queen said, struggling for some claw-hold on this cliff of unreason.

"No... and well you know it," he said. He sipped of his cup, his eyes gliding past her shoulder to the window and the sun rising through it. "Here is the simplest of stories, lady, the fundamental story that moves my race. Once upon a time, there was a woman. And she so loved the world that she died to save it."

"That makes no sense!" the Slave Queen exclaimed and fought the beauty of the image, fought the beating of her heart. She covered her eyes and would have died to weep then, to be able to release her confusion... and in that moment felt arms wrap around her and pull her against an alien-hot chest, against raw silk and smooth skin and the smell of sweat and flowers.

"Gently, lady," the Ambassador said, though in the corded muscle of his arms she felt his strength. "Is it not enough that Laniis is free and the Mother is alive?"

She let his slower heart lull her into quiescence and whimpered against his chest. She did not want to feel. Did not want to remember regret and sorrow and guilt and fear. Did not want to hold the fragile flower of hope. She wanted none of these things, but she did not resist him. If through all he did, he remained himself enough to save others at great cost to himself... then was this herself? This creature bending to another's will? Was that beauty, or merely insanity?

"It is not wrong to lean on another when you have come to the end of your strength," he said.

"It may not be wrong," she said, "but you will die of it."

"Have you died?" he asked. "Have I?"

"Not yet," she said. "Not yet."

She did not, however, pull away.
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The day was a liar to follow such a promising morning with such a frustrating afternoon. Third had not yet returned. Second had gone back to refusing his invitations. And his mailbox from the Alliance was full of smothering worry on one hand—was he sure that he was fine having stayed despite the escape of the slaves—and depressing requests for updates, to which he had no news. His own success had put him in this position; the diplomatic corps obviously expected miracles of him. Immediately. He wondered if he should tell them how those miracles were secured in the Empire.

Would they be surprised? How many other people had used bed-games to affect politics? And if the bed-games were more about power and violence than typical, better to be honest about it than hide it.

Still, he was discouraged enough that he almost skipped supper. Almost. He forced himself to dress and head into the breezy evening... and reaching the Field, was surprised to find a demure servant awaiting him.

"This way."

Lisinthir followed. Instead of stopping at the fifth pillow, the servant continued until he stood in front of Second.

"Pray pardon me, Honored," the servant said. "We would ask you to move one seat down."

Said Second, "This is my place, at the side of my Emperor."

"With all respect due you, Honored," the servant said, "That is for the Emperor to decide... and he has decided."

Second looked from the servant to Lisinthir, and the shock in his face struck Lisinthir as humorous despite the dangers implied by this newest change in status. Still, hadn't this been his intention all along?

"Move along please, Second," Lisinthir said with a lazy smile. "I would not wish to displease the Exalted Emperor."

Second stood slowly, as if every joint in his body protested. He stepped to one side and settled uncomfortably on the pillow beside Lisinthir's.

For a few heart-beats, the Eldritch stared at the second pillow, at the crystal beads on its edges and the silver tassels hanging from its plum-red corners. Then he dropped onto it with boneless grace. From this new position, Lisinthir surveyed the court and was pleased. He had started out on the far edge, the 'foreign seat' reserved for those as good as wingless, which was now occupied by a junior member of the court. Lisinthir wondered what the young male had done to deserve such ignominy; as a true alien, Lisinthir had some excuse for his original placement there, but no born Chatcaavan would take such insult without great cause.

Still, he'd learned just how easy it was to have great cause at the whim of the Emperor.

Beside him, Second was resting back against his arms, carefully not looking at him. He was so ill at ease Lisinthir had to wonder if the male was truly afraid of him... even now when, at Second's own exhorting, he had been revealed as so pathetically weak the Emperor could coerce him simply by describing something he'd like to do to a female who probably didn't know she deserved better treatment.

And yet, here he was on the second pillow.

The Emperor took his place on the plush cushion reserved for him, his lean body radiating the same smug satisfaction Lisinthir had accepted like a brand on his skin in their nights together. The male leaned forward over his meal, muscles rippling along his ribs and arm, and lifted the heavy chalice on the edge of the table. His claws clicked lightly against the metal.

"Do you know what this is?" the Emperor asked in a low voice.

Lisinthir studied the goblet. "I have seen you trade this cup with Second before," he said. "Second drinks before you do."

"To my health," the Emperor hissed, amused. "He tests my wine for me."

"I would do that duty yet, my lord," Second said from behind Lisinthir. Though he sounded subdued he had not won any favor from the Emperor, if that worthy's narrowed eyes were any sign.

"You have done that duty many long years," the Chatcaavan said after a moment, with more restraint than Lisinthir had anticipated. "And no doubt you will do it again once this groundling has proved himself unworthy, or fled, or died. But for now... you have earned a respite from the threat of poisons meant for me."

"This groundling does not value your life as I do," Second pressed. "The test of the cup is given to the one who cares the most fiercely for your welfare, not to someone who pleases you in bed like some collared female."

"True, true," the Emperor said agreeably. His smile was sly as he looked at Lisinthir. "Tell me, wingless one... do you value my welfare above anyone else's in this court?"

Lisinthir glanced at the courtiers arranged at the table, all doing their best not to stare at the tableau. He wrinkled his nose. "No one here is worth your smallest finger, Exalted."

"Ah!" the Emperor said laughing, as Second reared back in offense. "Not even Second, or Third?"

"Neither Second nor Third sit on the first pillow, most Exalted Emperor. Nor do they command your attentions every night." Lisinthir smiled at Second with half-lidded eyes.

"Emperor, I beg you to allow me to remove this offal from your side. He insults the dignity and honor of every Chatcaavan here—"

"—offense that is given must also be accepted to have meaning," the Emperor said. "He stays, Second."

"Exalted!"

"—he stays!"

Second rose, folding his wings tightly against his back. "Then perhaps you will forgive me, Exalted Emperor. It seems I have lost my appetite."

The Emperor studied him. After a moment he said, "So you have."

With a jerky bow, Second took his leave.

"And now," the Emperor said, again offering the goblet. "Shall I ask this question again? Do you know what this is?"

"I believe so, most exalted one," Lisinthir said. "The goblet's first sip belongs to he who most values the Emperor."

The Emperor leaned forward until his mouth hung near the Eldritch's ear. "Some say that the feeling is mutual."

Lisinthir's eyes widened at the whisper, but he schooled his features to their mask-like calm before the Emperor could pull away and see them. Without pausing, he slid his hand beneath the Chatcaavan's, taking the spear of his hunger, amusement and pleasure with the honor of the cup. That he might die occurred to him as he touched his lips to the goblet's pearled edge, but such was the gift. He could not afford to turn it away. The wine crossed his tongue with a strong, fruity body and a dry bite, sending sharp tendrils of fragrance up his nose.

He presented the cup back to the Chatcaavan. "The Emperor's health," he said huskily.

The Chatcaavan took the cup and relaxed on his mound of pillows, a broad white smile spreading his long lips. The court marked his pleasure.
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Second's arrival to her tower was so flustered he almost knocked over a vase of flowers as he turned and prowled from one side of the room to the other. She certainly hadn't expected him; when Second made his infrequent visits, they were usually in the mornings, not in the middle of supper.

"This cannot be supported," Second said to himself and sat abruptly on a bench, hunching forward and covering his face with his hands. His wings twitched constantly, so dry they made the Slave Queen wince every time they rubbed against one another. She crawled toward him and leaned forward onto her elbows, a position of abasement she usually reserved for the Emperor alone.

"My-better," she said, "Let this one ease you-her-better. The scented oils will calm the spirit."

"Nothing can calm my spirit," Second said. "I have seen the future and it is painted red with folly." He sighed and rubbed between his brow ridges. "Useless. It is useless."

This close to him, the Slave Queen could see evidence of sleeplessness. His mane was tangled. His body sagged. The rims of his eyes had grown red. Even his clothing, while clean, was rumpled.

"Please, my-better. Let this one be of service," the Slave Queen said.

He opened eyes nearly purple from weariness and did not seem to see her for several moments. Then, at last, his pupils contracted and shifted toward her face. "He did tell me to be oiled more often."

"It is the Exalted's wish," the Slave Queen said.

Second closed his eyes. "And I, fool that I am, can do no less than what he wishes. Very well, then."

Relieved, the Slave Queen rose and fetched the oil and cloth. By the time she returned, Second had found the low stool and positioned himself on it with his robe around his waist. She kneeled behind him and stared in astonishment at the state of the vanes. Second was the oldest Chatcaavan male she knew and so the oldest she knew with wings; males did not tend to live long and she was the only winged female she knew of. She'd tended Second's wings since the Emperor had taken power and given Second his position, though she'd never gone so long between sessions. The inside vanes of Second's wings had chafed so hard there were friction burns along some of the folds. What should have been supple beneath her touch was too stiff to give. With a grimace she pulled the stopper from the oil and began to spread it with the soft cloth. It soaked into the skin before she finished a stroke.

Beneath her ministrations, Second began to bend... then droop. Had she not known better, she would have wondered if he despaired. But surely not.

"Your assistant said I would find you here," Third said at the threshold. The Slave Queen had not seen him coming, for Second's body blocked her view; Second hadn't either, for the way he tensed at the words. "Why are you not at dinner?"

"You've been gone too long," Second hissed.

"Looking for planets, asteroids, anything worth bringing back," Third said with displeasure. "Nothing. Nothing. But I looked. I will go looking again soon. But I was on legitimate business. It took as long as it had to."

"Too long," Second said. "While you've been gone the wingless freak has made it into the Emperor's bedchamber."

"Has he died yet?" Third asked. "I would have hated to miss that."

"Died?" Second laughed angrily. "Died! Hardly! He is sitting on my pillow right now. And no doubt he will be in the Emperor's bed tonight. Again."

"On your pillow?" Third asked. "He was on the court's edge when I left. You exaggerate."

"Do I? Why do you think I'm here instead of at dinner?"

Third's voice sounded wary. "But he's a freak."

"Yes. A freak who has bewitched our emperor, and if we're smart we'll find a way to do away with him as quickly as possible."

"If what you say is true, then the freak is the Emperor's favorite. Violence against him will not win us any good will."

"Something must be done," Second said.

There was a shrug in Third's voice. "If he sits on your pillow, it won't be long before the second-pillow life takes care of him for us. We have only to wait."

"We don't have the time," Second said.

"Of course we do. He may be the Emperor's favorite, but he's still just a wingless freak," Third said. "Why waste effort on problems that will resolve themselves?"

"You haven't been here, Third. I have. This problem will not resolve itself so easily."

"Then do it yourself," Third said. "I have other concerns."

"What could be more important than this?"

"Finding something I can give the Emperor to make him value me again," Third said. "That's far more important to me than whether the Emperor is sodomizing a worthless alien. And if you were yourself, Second, that too would be your concern. You would still be on your pillow if you had more to offer than the fleeting charms of a new plaything."

"You will see," Second said. "But too late."

Third said nothing for so long the Slave Queen decided he'd left. She continued her ministrations, tasked to calm and barely keeping it.
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"I love your throat," the Emperor said later.

Startled by the admission, Lisinthir lifted his head. They were naked, their battered limbs still roughly entwined, and the test had been bearable. Perhaps, a tiny part of his mind whispered, more than bearable. The Chatcaavan traced the length of Lisinthir's neck with a black talon. "Humans don't have throats like this. It's almost long enough to be a proper neck."

"We're longer in bone than the humans," Lisinthir said, submitting to the caress but watching the Emperor against any sudden movements. "It's the way we're bred, and the lightness of the gravity on our world."

"And yet, no scales for proper protection. I want to bite you. To tear into you." The Emperor's smile grew lazy, and his fingers scraped across Lisinthir's throat, drawing a thin blue line beneath the ridge of his larynx. Lisinthir did not allow himself to react—perhaps he was past reacting. Or perhaps he simply trusted the lull in the Chatcaavan's emotions, felt so vividly through their sweat and oil-slicked skins. "Surely you feel the danger."

"One grows accustomed to compensating for one's frailties," Lisinthir said.

"Ah... the creed of your Alliance. We were born weak, therefore let us make strength from bits of metal and philosophy."

Lisinthir closed his eyes to conceal the alert interest the male had aroused in him. In their battles their talking had been limited to curses and inanities, but he had returned again and again to the Emperor's bed in the hope of finally hearing his confidences. Of learning his mind. Of sending back to the Alliance the information it so desperately wanted more than anything else: how to predict whether the Empire would make war on them. "It seems to work," he said after a moment.

"So you think," the Emperor said. He left off his stroking and moved smoothly over the Eldritch, spreading black wings. "But we do not respect strength that must be borrowed from steel and riches. If it is not inside a male, it is not there."

"So you do not respect wisdom, that understands the need to seek resources outside oneself in case of weakness?" Lisinthir asked, one knee against the Chatcaavan's stomach.

"The weak should die," the Emperor said, gripping Lisinthir's hair and jerking it hard enough to bring involuntary tears to the Eldritch's eyes. "It is that simple."

"And yet you do not conquer us," Lisinthir said. "Why not?"

"Females are not worth conquering," the Emperor said, and dove for his throat.
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The Slave Queen fretted on the Ambassador's behalf after Second and Third had left... but despite her worry she managed to sleep for long enough to pass the time until she could see him with her own eyes and assess his condition. He looked hale enough, if tired, but she approached him to check twice. He held still for her, lifting his arms so she could walk beneath them on her circle.

"Lady?" he asked.

"Second thinks you are a threat," the Slave Queen said. "He tried to convince Third last night while you were at supper."

"I am not surprised," the Ambassador replied. "I have given Second cause for worry—finally. Maybe now he will speak to me when I request a meeting."

"He will try everything in his power to displace you," the Slave Queen said.

"I wouldn't expect otherwise."

She eyed him. "You are in good humor for where you stand."

The Ambassador walked past her to the window; turned from it and rolled his shoulders in a strange, fluid motion that no creature with wings could have managed. "So many nights," he said, shaking his head. "And at last, I begin to reap what I have shed blood to sow."

She canted her head.

"I drank from his cup," he said quietly. "He offered it to me and I drank. I sat on Second's pillow. And at night, he finally spoke to me as I'd hoped he would. I am in good humor, yes. Also troubled."

"Troubled?" she asked, wide-eyed. "You sought the penultimate place at his side and you have reached it. Surely you should rejoice?"

"I would be more comfortable if I knew how I had earned it," the Ambassador said. "I feel as if I've reached it by accident. By fumbling my way through your customs, your culture. And he does not lend himself to understanding, the Emperor. He beats me, uses me and humiliates me. Then he pours my wine, laughs and talks to me. Am I a male of sufficient respect to be a rival? Or am I a courtesan he's particularly enamored of?"

"We have no courtesans anymore," the Slave Queen said. "Still, it is more than you could have hoped to achieve. Is it not enough?"

He stared at the ceiling, then closed his dusk-blue eyes and folded his arms over his chest. Leaning against the wall so, dressed in white, he looked like a part of the wall, a statue carved against it.

"No," he said at last. "It is not enough, because I don't understand and I must. He claims the Alliance is not worth conquering... yet I am, or so he seems to say by continually inviting me to his chamber. What we do together there on the floor, on the sheets... that is war, lady. So why the dichotomy? Why me and not the Alliance? I need to know what's stopping him... so I can learn at last what will set him loose."

"And this you will teach to your superiors," the Slave Queen said.

"Yes," he said.

"And all our weaknesses," the Slave Queen said slowly. "You will teach them those as well."

He hesitated—not to spare her, she sensed, but out of regret. "Yes."

"Good," she said. The word felt right and she said it again. "Good."

"You approve?" he asked, surprised.

She sat on the stool she had not put away since Second's session and hugged herself, bending over her knees. "You have brought change here simply by existing, by not breaking," she said, sorting through her thoughts as they surfaced from wells she'd thought clogged. "It has not been evil change. Perhaps what you have done here so far, the Alliance could do for the Empire. Perhaps if the Empire finds itself fighting a war it cannot easily win, it will remember its heart and become something greater than it is."

"You a proponent of war? I cannot imagine it, lady."

She smiled a little, afraid of herself. This was what the Ambassador had won her, along with the pleasure of learning his tongue and the unexpected camaraderie of the harem. The memories she did her best to forget, the thoughts she did her best to curtail. "Why not? We were not always as you find us. We have histories, just as you do, and we were a prouder people once. The Emperor did not dictate, he guarded. The military did not rape its charges, but carekept their safety. The petty kings did not extort labor; we did not keep slaves. And the Slave Queen was once the Queen Ransomed, a person to whom great dignity was accorded. I have never been a person." She stared at her knees in silence for a time. "We have grown easy with ourselves. The court is famous for its challenges, but once those challenges served a greater purpose. They honed the edge of a keen blade. But it has been long and long again since any nation honed the edge of the Empire."

His astonishment shone through his voice. "I had no idea."

"Of course you didn't," the Slave Queen said. "Few Chatcaava bother with those stories, so how would a foreigner know? And yet it is there for those who want to know. We once worshipped gods outside ourselves, but now that we have traded our idols for self-worship, we cannot change."

He walked to her, went to one knee before her. It should have made him seem meek, but somehow he made it what it was: convenience, so he could see her face, so he could tip up her head with his thumb. "And yet to long for battle seems cruel," he said with a gentle voice. " I do not do this merely for the Alliance... but also to spare you and those like you. Surely war is not kind to the downtrodden of the Empire."

"Less kind than our lives already?" the Queen asked, lifting her eyes to his.

"That I cannot answer," he said.

She trained her eyes on his and realized suddenly how little she wanted to lose him to Second's fear or Third's callousness or the Emperor's careless hand. "For now, you are his favorite... but soon he will bore of your trysting and the violence will escalate. Is this knowledge worth your body and your soul, Ambassador?"

"One man is nothing beside the welfare of millions," he answered.

"Truly, you are no Chatcaavan," she said. "Yet."
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Second saw him that afternoon, and Lisinthir found their progress acceptable, if not impressive. Supper on the second pillow was once again satisfying, and the night that followed had been bearable. He'd stumbled back to his chambers, needing the rest, but he'd barely fallen into a light doze when the faint scrape of footsteps snapped him awake. He pushed at his heavy damask covers, lifting his head and straining for more sound. As promised in the beginning, Second had seen to his feeding, and Lisinthir had come to expect the sounds on the balcony that indicated the arrival of his first meal. He usually slept through it. He didn't know why he was awake now, but he trusted his instincts and slid from the bed, nightshirt gathered at his ribs to silence it. He crept to the edge of the bedchamber and peered past the arch leading to the study.

A male Chatcaavan he didn't recognize had uncapped a vial over the goblet of tea-wine that had probably been brought with his breakfast. The male wore no emblems to identify which noble he served, nor the brands that marked the Empire's property. Lisinthir bared his teeth and crept up behind the stranger, bare feet silent on the cold stone. He waited until the male was engrossed in pouring a few new drops over his food, then seized the male by the wing joints. The Emperor's displeasure had taught him all the tender places, particularly those near their peak of the vane, where the stunted thumb claw attached to the fragile wing-finger.

The male sucked in a breath, eyes rolling back, as Lisinthir twisted the two halves of the wing arm against one another. "Move and I'll break it," he said.

The Chatcaavan stilled instantly. When Lisinthir held out his hand, he dropped the vial into it. Poisoning rivals had to be a non-event at the court given the food tasters so common at supper. Lisinthir had guessed that no one would judge the possibility of a deformed or scarred wing worth keeping any duplicity secret, and luckily he'd guessed well.

"Who sent you?" Lisinthir asked politely, still gripping the joint. He pressed his thumb into the concavity where the two bones met, and the Chatcaavan jerked. "Your patron or partner. Tell me who he is."

"Second. Until you made him Third."

"Ah. How very predictable. Your patron bores me." Lisinthir shoved the Chatcaavan away. "Leave and tell him I am unimpressed by his attempt."

The young noble snarled at him and shook back his mane before taking his haughty leave off the balcony ledge.

Lisinthir watched him go, then dropped onto the stool facing the table and his breakfast. He had no guarantee that Second's tool had not already sprinkled the lightly glazed fowl rolls with his vial. He pushed the plate away with a hand he suddenly realized was shaking.

Of all the people in the court, Second was the last Lisinthir would have presumed guilty of poisoning him. He had no idea where he'd formed the notion of Second as less of a schemer than, say, Third... but there it was. He had underestimated Second's willingness to resort to other, less savory methods of eliminating rivals.

He was barely sleeping now. He began to wonder if he would ever sleep again.
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When the Ambassador arrived in tense silence, the Slave Queen expected evil news and received it in the form of a proffered vial. She sniffed at the vial's lip, then handed it back to him. "It is what you think it is."

"Poison," he said.

"One of the most versatile for your bodies. No danger to us, however."

He capped the vial and slipped it into his coat; she wondered where he would go after their meeting to be so formally dressed. "It didn't occur to me that your poisons would not affect me. Nor that you would have already found a way to work around this defect of your pharmacopoeia."

"Most of our poisons are not effective on you," the Queen said. "Some wreak harm, but never with the finesse or power that they do on us. Thus the hekkret, which can be processed in many ways to produce poisons for the majority of Alliance folk. The one you hold would have killed you shortly after you'd partaken."

He froze—just the slightest of hesitations in his movements as he reached for his glass, and that enough was proof that he was shaken. As well he should be. At last he understood the danger she'd been anticipating. "So little of it? Had I not caught the culprit in the act... "

"We would not be here, speaking of it," the Slave Queen said. "You are now a rival worth eliminating. Many people will be interested in your demise."

He cupped his glass. "It was Second."

"Second?" the Slave Queen asked, eyes widening. She hadn't expected him to know his enemy's identity. "Are you certain?"

"As certain as the threat of a broken wing could make me," he said dryly. "There is no question, lady. An unmarked minion, but doing Second's bidding nonetheless."

She shivered. "Then it is as I feared. Second and Third will not rest until you have fallen out of favor. No matter how that is accomplished."

"Are they likely to try again?" he asked. "This poison... is it common for courtiers to have access to a poison that affects only foreigners? Is Second the only one with the resources to obtain it?"

"Anyone can get it, if they need it," the Slave Queen said. "It is not expensive, and in its many forms it is a recreational drug for us."

"Then is there no antidote I might procure and carry with me?"

She thought of the Alliance victims she'd known and the Ambassadors who'd come and left, some encouraged by a faint but lingering illness of mysterious origin. Poisons of all kinds she'd seen used on her own kind, enough to understand them. But poisons on the aliens... she knew very little of them, even having listened in silence to conversations about them that took place in her presence. "The hekkret is processed many different ways, and doing so causes different effects and requires different antidotes," she said. "Nor are the antidotes gentle things themselves. You would have to know exactly what you were taking an antidote against to dose yourself safely."

He put his glass down, slowly, very slowly, and then folded his hands in his lap. Did he sway? The color in his face seemed to withdraw, leaving him cold and faded. He was silent so long she feared he had become ill.

"Then at some point, I will die."

She could not entertain the possibility. Some part of her rejected it entirely. In that moment, a memory came back to her of the Surgeon's dry voice and a ridiculous conversation, one she barely recalled from the things being done to her during it. "There is another way. You could smoke the hekkret."

He looked up with difficulty, as if his head was too heavy for his neck. "Lady? You would have me smoke the plant that would kill me?"

"I have heard that in light doses over time, Alliance people can build a resistance to the hekkret," the Slave Queen said. "It was a caution against using the incense around the slaves, lest they grow immune to its effects. The rolls that the males use as a barbiturate are very thin and there is not much of the plant in them. You could use those."

"Another vice to add to my existing ones," the Ambassador said with a wry smile. "But it would work?"

"It may be the only thing that does," the Slave Queen said.

"Then I suppose I shall take it up," he said. "I wouldn't be considered weak for this, would I? It is not a thing of harems and females?"

"Smoking the hekkret is a curious thing," the Slave Queen said. "I have observed that a male uses it only in two ways... to sedate his females, if he is too lazy to discipline them himself, or as a sign to others that he feels himself so powerful he is beyond danger. It is a bit of a reckless thing."

"Ah... no more reckless than playing bed-toy to the Emperor," the Ambassador said. Something about his voice made her shiver. "Let the others watch me and wonder why it is I feel so beyond their ability to harm me."

"A Chatcaavan thought, Ambassador," the Slave Queen said, "if from the brain of a particularly insane male." She stood. "I may be able to find you a few rolls, if you are willing to wait."

"I can wait," he said. "Though forgive me, lady, there is something I must do as soon as you return. I cannot tarry."

If his voice hadn't been warning enough, the simmering anger barely guarded by his lowered lashes was enough. The Slave Queen rose and headed for the closet, glad that she was not going to be on the other end of that wrath. Let the court try to poison him, thinking him fragile and easily frightened. She was beginning to think that such threats only goaded him to greater resolve... and more Chatcaavan-like behavior.

He had entered the Empire an Alliance Ambassador. She wondered if he would exit a dragon.
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With a vial of poison in one coat pocket and a package of cigarettes in the other, Lisinthir made the long journey to Second's office without noticing the time it took. The guard at the door stepped in front of it when he reached for the handle and said, "Second is engaged, currently."

"I'm sure he is," Lisinthir said and reached past the male. When the expected hand leapt for his wrist, he punched the male in the chest with his elbow, knocking the wind from him.

"I am now Second's engagement," Lisinthir said. "Stay out of my way."

The guard took one moment too long to stare. Lisinthir let himself in through the door and strode into Second's study, startling that male's nose out of his documents, scattered all over a less-than-tidy desk.

"You were not scheduled," Second said.

Lisinthir reached into a coat pocket, retrieved the poison and rested it on Second's desk. On top of the stacks of tablets and papers and maps. Then he folded his arms and waited.

"And this is?"

"You are so practiced at being coy I wonder if you were born female," Lisinthir said. "Stop playing games with me, Second. I know what you hoped to hear this morning... that I had mysteriously died in my suite. What a pity. And yet, here I am."

"I had nothing to do with this," Second said.

"Don't insult me," Lisinthir said with disgust. "Bad enough that you gained entrance into my apartment in a way you set up to win my trust—by supplying my meals. But to lie about it? Be a male, Second. At least admit that you attempted to kill me."

Second said nothing, only regarded him with wary eyes. Lisinthir leaned forward, a few inches at a time, until Second began to tuck his head back.

"I am warming your pillow," Lisinthir said softly. "I saved his child. I drink his cup for him. Don't think you can be rid of me with an attempt at my life so clumsy a female could evade it. And don't—DON'T—dare stand in my way. Not with him. And not with my requests."

"You will not be his favorite forever," Second said at last.

Lisinthir withdrew one of the hekkret rolls from the other pocket. The pack came with its own lighter, a peculiar contraption more mechanical than convenient. The Slave Queen had shown him how to operate it, but he still needed time to do so successfully. He took the time. As Second watched with widened eyes, Lisinthir clipped the edge of the roll, lit it and dragged from its end. He blew smoke at the male and said, "The Eldritch live three times longer than your kind. And you are already old."

Second's hands curled into fists, but he did not raise them.

"I expect to see you tomorrow," Lisinthir said. "And you'll have a great deal to tell me about those military vessels that seem to keep appearing in our colonies' space. Won't you?"

Second's fingers worked against his palms, and his knuckles strained at his skin. Then, "I will be delighted to help you."

"I'm sure," Lisinthir said.
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Worry made a poor companion, but the Slave Queen did her best to live alongside it as she sent away the breakfast table and the food and arranged the flowers in the tower. As the world's long spring advanced more of them would sent to the various levels of the harem until summer's heat wilted the buds before they could open. She had never wondered who arranged for their arrival and why; the flowers had been a fixture of her life since she'd come to the capital. She had taken them for granted. They seemed a strange custom, now that she examined them from outside herself.

But the Queen was glad of the distraction. All she could have done to help the Ambassador she had done. Now she must hope that the hekkret rolls would help him in time. There were other poisons Second could resort to, more exotic things, but they would take time to synthesize. Perhaps by then the situation would change.

When the Slave Queen turned from the vase she'd been filling she found the Emperor sitting on the opposite side of the room, watching her. She dropped the remaining lilies.

He made no move, said no word. She could do neither, so astonished was she to find him there in the morning light, so soon after the Ambassador's retreat.

"He comes here," the Emperor said. "So I'm told. Every morning, he comes. Is it so?"

Hearing his voice freed her knees and she fell on them, and then forward onto her elbows, scattering the flowers, trembling. Her pulse rushed, filling her head with noise. "Yes, Master."

"So do I frustrate him so much that he comes here to release himself? Is that it? Does he use you?"

The perfume of bruised petals filled her nostrils. She was too terrified to speak and knew not why.

"I gave him permission," the Emperor said. "Do not fear to speak the truth."

"He-the-alien only talks, Master," the Slave Queen said in a small voice. She focused on the nearest lily. One of its cream-and-mottled-pink petals had creased and was already turning brown.

"Talks," the Emperor repeated. "To himself?"

"To this one, Master. He-the-alien talks to this one."

The Emperor's brow ridges lifted. "For this he rises every morning, despite whatever I've done to him at night? To talk? To you? Why?"

"M-master?" the Slave Queen stammered.

"Why does he do it? Does he say?"

"He-the-alien is an alien, Master. He-the-alien thinks of females as... persons."

"So I've observed," the Emperor said. "But I thought it a general weakness, not something he held in specific with particular harem-members. Is it only you he speaks to, then?"

She knew the answer. She did not want to give it. And yet he was her Emperor. "This one does not know everywhere the alien goes or to whom he-the-alien speaks, Master."

"Mm. I should have expected not." She heard the scratch of his claw tips on stone as he walked near and tightly closed her eyes, anticipating a blow. Instead, she felt a caress on her brow, then a hand lifting her head. The Emperor studied her with his brilliant, unblinking eyes, and in them she saw only curiosity. "Not a scratch. You still fear me properly, so at least whatever nonsense he speaks has not been upsetting the order of things." Beneath her jaw, one of his fingers lightly scratched, soothing. "Every morning?"

"Without... without fail, Master," the Slave Queen whispered.

He nodded. "You serve me well in your obedience," he said. "And you have done no wrong. I allowed the alien the use of you, and if all he wants is your ears then that is his opportunity lost."

She flushed hot at the words and her body grew pliable, awaiting the inevitable.

But the Emperor stood and left her there, tail curled behind him, lost in his own thoughts. Astounded, the Slave Queen pushed herself onto her knees and stared after him. She began to shake so hard the lacquered edges of her wings tapped together. An Emperor who treated her as a thing to be used and then set side was an Emperor she understood. One whose cruelty and actions she could at least anticipate and prepare for. An Emperor she could predict for the Ambassador. An Emperor who could talk to her, consider her and then leave her without marking her... was a stranger. What he was capable of, what he would do to her or to the Ambassador she could not guess, and it frightened her. It frightened her the way the first day of her servitude had frightened her. When the Emperor had been new and each day had pulled her this way, that way, stretching her until her will and her hope had leaked out of the marks and left her bowed and remade.

With trembling hands, the Slave Queen began to pick up the flowers.
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Lisinthir waited until he stepped outside Second's suite to start coughing. The tentative sip he'd taken in the Slave Queen's presence had not prepared him for the harder pull he'd drawn for Second's benefit, or the tickle down his throat that had made him want to choke. That he managed to exit with dignity and no haste was all self-control, and he was grateful to have managed. He wiped his watering eyes with a cuff and tried a second suck.

He expected to cough. Instead, he began to feel fluid... almost watery. As if the world had softened around its edges and he was standing beneath the universe's most soothing waterfall. The stone walls seemed almost dreamlike. He dragged his fingers along them, and his skin tingled. From a distance.

By the time Lisinthir reached the base of the tower and had started up his own, he'd gone through two more of the rolls. Somehow he'd expected smoking to be more difficult, particularly poison smoke used to pacify recalcitrant aliens. This, however, was pleasant in the extreme. It filed the edge off his sense of constant entrapment, one he hadn't realized still dogged him. The only troublesome part was how out-of-breath he was when he arrived at his suite. The weeks of constantly climbing had acclimated him to the towers; if only one afternoon could steal his breath from him, he would have to ration his hekkret intake carefully.

He smoked another in his suite, feet propped up on his desk, and felt supremely calm about having been the intended victim of assassination that morning.

At supper, Lisinthir pushed his own plate away untouched and ate from the Emperor's. This won him a lazy laugh, and he started on his fifth roll halfway through the meal. This time, the Emperor did not send him a secret invitation, or tell him in passing to join him later... but pulled him out of the meal before it ended. They made the long walk together up to the tower, and there were times when the landings saw more use than typical. The guards moved hastily out of the way, and Lisinthir reached the top of the stairs with sharp lines crossing his ribs from the awkward falls he'd taken against them.

The Emperor opened the door for him and pulled him inside, and they tumbled together, a feral game of chase-and-seek that took them through the entire suite. It culminated in the bedchamber, and this time it was not only Lisinthir's clothing that had been reduced to rags, but the Emperor's robe and the bed-sheets besides. Chatcaavan comforters were apparently filled with down.

"And this?" the Emperor asked after Lisinthir lit a roll. He plucked it from the Eldritch's fingers. "Your newest affectation?"

"My newest affectation is you, Emperor," Lisinthir said with a languid grin. "The roll is just dessert."

The Emperor's fluorescent yellow eyes thinned to slits, then he laughed, flashing all his fangs. "I see." He pulled from the roll himself, its end brightening. The plume of smoke he blew out coiled like the tail of a female. "You are clever, Ambassador."

"Perhaps," Lisinthir said. Their mutual satisfaction at the night's exercise oozed through their skins where they touched; he had almost become accustomed to being of two minds when they fought, his own and the Emperor's that forced through his thin shields. They shared the roll in companionable silence.

"You make a good male," the Emperor said when Lisinthir gave up the last ashes for his snifter of brandy. "I admit to surprise."

"And why is that?" Lisinthir asked, sipping.

"You are too pretty," the Emperor said, pulling his hair and grinning. "All smooth, breakable limbs. Not a scale, not a wing, not a true fang or claw on you. Even your muscles are hidden beneath your soft skin. You can't hope to win against a true male, and yet you try. Why?"

"Because I am male, no matter my shape," Lisinthir said. "Do you lose your maleness when you Change?"

"I haven't had cause to find out," the Emperor said, sipping from his own glass.

"You've never known the Change?" Lisinthir asked, quirking a brow.

The Emperor slowly turned his face to the Eldritch's. "I have never wanted to descend to the level of the animal, the non-male," he said. "Nor have I ever wanted to sully my flesh with the cell-deep knowledge of wingless freaks."

"Even if the cell-deep knowledge of wingless freaks would give you the key to understanding them?" Lisinthir asked. "I have observed you, Exalted. You have an almost scientific interest in the workings of aliens."

"There is a difference between learning of something and allowing yourself to be subsumed by it," the Emperor said. "No person owns my soul. I will not embrace such filth." He canted his head, contemplative. "Though it might be interesting to learn to take patterns, simply to see how painful I could make it for the subjects of my interest."

"I have no doubt you could beat any of your choices into submission," Lisinthir said. "Indeed, just hearing you put it that way... " He paused artfully.

"Yes?" The Chatcaavan watched him with suspicious eyes.

"I almost hear fear in your voice, fear of the experience."

The Emperor snorted. "I fear nothing," he said.

"And yet I don't see you seeking it," Lisinthir said.

"Are you volunteering for my experiments?"

"Are you hungry to learn?" the Eldritch asked, smiling with narrowed eyes.

They both knew the answer, coursing through the Chatcaavan's skin.

The Emperor glared, then pushed him away with a rough laugh. "You just want to yank my hair for a change."

"You have enough of it of your own," Lisinthir said, putting his glass aside. "Enough for me, anyway."

The Emperor shook back his mane, barely visible around the crest of horns that swept back from his elongated skull. He had a truly impressive rack, so much so that Lisinthir wondered if anyone had ever broken a horn off him.

The Chatcaavan stretched. "So, my cozy Beauty... have they tried to kill you yet?"

"Yes," Lisinthir said, folding his hands behind his head.

"And have you had anything to answer to that?"

"I'm am ambassador," Lisinthir said. "It is not a good idea for alien dignitaries to kill the natives."

"Perhaps in your Alliance, where everyone is soft," the Emperor said, trailing a talon's point up his ribs. Gooseflesh pebbled in its wake, and Lisinthir resisted his shiver, uneasily aware that he couldn't tell whether it was cold or pleasure. "But here we do not respect a male who does not eliminate his rivals."

"Are you saying the Empire would not retaliate against the Alliance if I killed one of your courtiers?" Lisinthir asked, suddenly realizing just what the Chatcaavan had said.

"You know that you are at risk for death," the Emperor said. "You observe, then, that my courtiers are willing to kill you. Why should you not defend yourself?"

"Because I am the representative of my nation," Lisinthir said. "And we do not kill people without cause."

"Your weak people," the Emperor said. "I had entertained notions that you were more than that."

"There are more ways to retaliate against a man than to kill him," Lisinthir said, hiding his startle at the statement. He affected a disinterest he did not feel. "In this case, I'm not sure if I should bother. If I attempt to kill my enemies, I only create more resentment. I have what they don't. Let them squirm in their envy."

"You shirk from conflict," the Emperor said with a sneer.

Lisinthir kicked him in the stomach. Their fight took only a few minutes and had a playful edge to its viciousness that surprised the Eldritch.

"I don't shirk from anything I want," Lisinthir said, lying on his stomach and feeling each single bead of sweat as it evaporated from his shivering skin.

"And you want me, like a female would."

Lisinthir snorted. "I don't want your body. But your mind is of great interest to me."

The Emperor slid out of bed, long tail the last to fall from the sheets. His wings flexed before he tucked them close to his back and reached for a robe. This usually signaled the end of their interaction, but the Chatcaavan said, "My mind, is it?"

"Our bodies are unevenly matched," Lisinthir said. "The test of them is meaningless. But the testing of our minds against one another... that, I have interest in."

"Once again, this perverse desire to overlook the obvious," the Chatcaavan said, turning and resting his hands on the edge of the service table. "Without your body, your mind is nothing. It has not saved you yet from my attentions."

"That makes the assumption I want saving," Lisinthir said.

Again the sneer. "Only females seek the beds of males."

Lisinthir grinned. "I do not recall seeking, Emperor."

The Chatcaavan scowled and threw a pewter cup at him. "Get out, wingless freak!"

"Aye, Great One," Lisinthir said.
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"I am not certain the hekkret agrees with you," the Slave Queen said, handing him a cup.

The Ambassador took it and sat across from her, hunching forward. Exhaustion on his pale face was far easier to read than in a Chatcaavan's; the lower half of his eye-sockets became discolored, there was more white in his eye to check for broken blood vessels, and his skin when healthy seemed to glow, a pale but brilliant white. Now it had no luster, and the veins she spied on the insides of his wrists were nearly purple, they had grown so dull.

"I am certain it doesn't," the Ambassador said. "But the alternative is rather more unappealing." He ran a hand through his hair. "Worse, it has a psychoactive effect. It makes things seem more bearable."

She leaned back on her heels and studied his face. "Yes," she said after a moment. "I can see how that would be bad. Things continue to be so difficult? The pain should be better by now."

"The pain isn't the problem," he said. "It's how little the pain bothers me anymore." He shook his head.

"Then let us speak of other things," she said. "You look too tired for stories. Will you tell me instead about the jewel on your hand?"

He looked down at his hands as if only then remembering he had them, turning them. "The ring you mean?"

She nodded. "The previous Alliance ambassadors also seemed to wear jewelry. Among the Chatcaava it is a thing reserved for kept females."

The Ambassador's brow furrowed. "So I shouldn't wear it... but I can't part with it, so that's a foolish line to follow." He rubbed the finger above the heavy ring, then slid it off and offered it to her.

The Slave Queen blinked. "Did you not just say you couldn't part with it?"

"Oh, I want it back," he said with a laugh. "I only offer it to you for examination."

"Oh!" She took it then and turned it in her fingers. For a ring it was heavy and broad, a silvery-pale metal inscribed with different things on either side: two swords on one, a wreath and some sort of wheeled vehicle on the other. Words in Eldritch she didn't understand wound along the inside of the band.

Its centerpiece was of course the sullen red jewel with its carved, inlaid dragon. No wings and no second set of arms put it outside her ideal of a Chatcaavan, of course, but it still amazed her that a creature from such a far-flung planet could dream of dragons.

"It is a symbol of a family," the Ambassador said. "The striking drake."

"Your family?" she asked, curious.

"No," he said. "My father's. Among the Eldritch, the mother passes down the family name."

"What is a family name?" the Slave Queen asked. She tried the ring on and found it too large for her fingers.

"It is... " He stopped, groped for words. "You have no surnames? Your mother, your father, what were their names?"

"Mother and Father, of course," the Slave Queen said. "Father was also the holder of a planetary estate, which gave him a different title to others. That is a small part of why the Emperor executed him."

He looked aggrieved. "I am sorry to have reminded you."

"It is not something that pains me to remember," she said. "He was my sire, nothing more."

"Among my people, your mother and father are supposed to love you as well as take care of you," he said. "And they bequeath to you land, wealth and connections based on the relative worth of their relatives. That comes to you with a name, a sigil... and a ring."

"This ring," she said, trying to understand. "This ring means you have power?"

"That ring means I am a joke," he said. "It is the ring of my father's name, and my father's name was devalued long ago."

"Your mother's name has the value," the Slave Queen said and remembered the night of the escape. "That name makes you a prince. Why this ring, then?"

He took it back from her, each motion slow, and studied the signet. "Because to be a prince among many princes is not as fine as to be a solitary king."

"When you come home, that name will mean something," the Slave Queen said.

"I hope."

She nodded. "That, at least, can be understood."

The Ambassador laughed and reached for his cup... and froze. His transformation from tired and unguarded to wary hunter startled her and she lifted her head to find Second mounting the final stairs onto the landing.

They stared at one another, Second and the Ambassador.

"I have come to make use of the Slave Queen," Second said finally.

The Ambassador turned from him and resumed drinking. "I am not done with her yet."

In the ensuing silence, the Slave Queen struggled not to fidget.

"She does not belong to you," Second said. "You do not have exclusive claim to her."

"No," the Ambassador said, "but the Emperor gave me leave to use her, and I am using her. You may have the use of her company when I am done."

"You look done," Second said, eyes thinning. The contempt in his voice was unmistakable. In response to it, the Ambassador rose with a slowness that owed nothing to exhaustion and everything to menace.

"Was that an insult?" the Ambassador asked. "Some slight to my prowess?"

Second lifted his chin. "You hear much that I do not intend, Ambassador."

"Is that so?" the Ambassador asked, drawing the words out with such a growl in his voice that Second stepped back.

"I meant no insult," Second said.

The Slave Queen ached in fear of the impending violence, particularly upon Second who, though male, had never been mean with her. But the violence did not come. The Ambassador stepped back and said, "Her mornings are mine, Second. Come back later."

Second hesitated.

"Go," the Ambassador said, and somehow made the word a command without lifting his voice.

Second vanished into the stairwell, claws clicking on the stone. It wasn't until the sound vanished altogether that the Ambassador's shoulders relaxed and his body lost its feral intensity. He sank back to the floor and picked up his glass again, but his eyes remained distant and hard.

"Ambassador?" the Slave Queen asked cautiously.

"Does he hurt you?"

"Second?" the Slave Queen said, startled.

"Does he hurt you. Cause you pain or humiliation," the Ambassador said, his voice too intense to be speaking of her.

"No," the Slave Queen said. "He comes to have his wings oiled. He asks no other service of me."

That shook him out of his strange and unnerving mood. "That's it? And he was insulting me for not tumbling you hard enough?"

"If he requested my body, I would do as commanded," the Slave Queen said. "Or if the Emperor required it of us, then we would submit. It is my lot. But he does not ask."

"Ha," the Ambassador said. "I shall have to remember that."

His good humor seemed restored, but he still looked under-slept and unhealthy. The Slave Queen asked, meekly, "Do you think it wise? To challenge him so?"

The Ambassador said, "It seems to work. I can't argue with results." His eyes lost their focus again. "Hopefully no one will be able to argue with results."
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Upon returning to his chambers, Lisinthir found a communiqué on his data tablet, flagged priority first and Well-spiked to reach him immediately. He spread the message and its attached sensor clips of alien vessels in orbit around unfamiliar planets, raw sensor data and still shots of weapons damage on a moon colony. He read through the material from beginning to end, then pulled out a roll and smoked it while eating half of one of the compressed honey-fruit bars that had arrived with his jackal chest.

Then he shrugged his coat on, pocketed his data tablet and headed for Second's office. The hekkret had blunted the edge of his anger, but it still got him to the door with enough energy to glare the guards into submission. He let himself in and walked to Second's desk.

"Is your entering without an appointment to become a habit?" Second asked.

"Use my title when you speak to me," Lisinthir growled.

Second canted his head. "You would find me in better humor if you came when expected, Ambassador."

"I would come when expected if I was ever expected," Lisinthir said. "But strangely, I am never expected." He smiled with thinned eyes and exposed teeth. "You said yesterday you'd be delighted to help me with my colony issues."

"Yesssss," Second said.

Lisinthir threw the data tablet on Second's desk. "Then perhaps you will be kind enough to explain this. A good explanation. Call me a liar again and you won't be sitting on Third's pillow tonight."

Second's wings mantled and his head swung forward, reminding Lisinthir of a viper swaying before a strike. "You threaten me."

"I draw attention to the consequences of your actions," Lisinthir said. "And trust me, the consequences of your not having a good reason for what's on that data tablet will have you sitting so far from the Emperor's pillow you'll be breathing vacuum."

"If these are fabrications—"

"You'd have to deal with them even if they are," Lisinthir said. "Which they're not. Either the Alliance wants an excuse to argue that the Empire is not keeping the treaty... or the Empire will have to explain why it's not keeping the treaty in order to preserve it. Start talking."

With his eyes still trained on Lisinthir, Second reached for the tablet and picked it up. He looked down at the data... then frowned. Then scowled as he flipped through the images. It was not lost on the Eldritch how facile Second was with Alliance interfaces.

"You will have to talk to Third," Second said finally. "This is his doing, not mine."

Lisinthir's brows lifted. "Is Third often off doing things on his own recognizance?"

"Third runs his own segment of the government," Second said. "Your anger would be wasted on me."

"I thought this was a hierarchy," Lisinthir said.

"Only of importance," Second said. "Our roles are autonomous."

"Well then," Lisinthir said, dropping into a chair. "Call Third over."

Second's head jerked back. "I just finished informing you that our roles are autonomous."

"Yes, but since you weren't gracious enough to tell me so earlier, you've wasted my time. I am not going to climb all the way down your tower and up Third's when a quick call from you can summon him here within a minute or two." When Second didn't immediately respond, Lisinthir continued, "I imagine you'd like to know what he's been up to, making trouble without keeping you advised."

Second hissed. "This is not your affair!"

"Look at that tablet and tell me that again," Lisinthir said, voice hardening. "Now will you call Third, or shall I assume that this is your business after all?"

Second stabbed the unit on his desk with a talon, still hissing. He was so upset his issued command to Third was barely intelligible... but it did result in Third's arrival on the balcony. The male stepped in, looking from one of them to the other with narrowed eyes.

"Yes?" he asked.

"Your vessels on my border," Lisinthir said. "Explain."

"I have no vessels on your bord—"

Second threw the data tablet at Third, who caught it with a flinch. To Lisinthir, Second said, "To save you the trouble."

"Thank you," Lisinthir said.

Third flicked through the images with even more confidence than Second had. "These are fakes."

"Second tried that line with me," Lisinthir said. "You'll have to come up with a new one. And hurry, my patience is tattered. Soon it'll be too small to cover even your malehood."

Third lifted a clawed hand. "Freak—"

"AMBASSADOR," Lisinthir said, gaining his feet. "I have a title, Third!"

"These are FAKES," Third said again, tossing the data tablet onto the desk. "Not worth my time."

"Fine," Lisinthir said, picking up the tablet with as much nonchalance as he could muster—which with the aid of the hekkret was more than he expected.

Second stood, pushing Third back. "Ambassador?"

"There are non-existent Chatcaavan vessels in Alliance colony space," Lisinthir said. "So I'm sure there will soon be non-existent debt forgiveness for those Chatcaavan colonies we should have been discussing and never seem to have the time to." He smiled. "I suppose they should not have made the mistake of borrowing our money instead of yours. You keep your promises so well."

Second said, "Those were special cases!"

"Yes," Lisinthir said, tapping the tablet against a shoulder and looking at the ceiling. "Natural disasters, and we were the closest aid, if I recall. What a pity."

"And if we were to discover what accident caused those vessels to divert into your space?" Second asked, ignoring Third's bared teeth. "Accidents do happen."

"So I've heard," Lisinthir said. "But explanations at this point aren't enough. You'll notice there was damage to one of the colonies."

"An accident, surely an accident," Second said. "We'll find the responsible party."

"And?" Lisinthir asked.

"Don't let him make demands!" Third said. "He bluffs."

Lisinthir reached for the door.

"Do you want to make them rich?" Second hissed. "Ambassador! Give us time to find out what happened."

"One day," Lisinthir said.

"One day is not enough!" Second exclaimed.

"I have faith in your abilities," Lisinthir said. "Good afternoon."

He did not immediately leave; on the other side of the door, as the guards glowered, he made a show of closing his eyes and looking pained. It gave him enough time to hear what he expected: arguing. Not quite loud enough to discern what was said, but good enough. If he could set Third and Second at one another's throats even more than typical, he'd count it a good day's work. And to finally get an answer on the incursions... Fleet would thank him. Though the diplomatic corps would probably faint if they knew he'd been withholding something as basic as debt forgiveness for charitable aid.

He would have done it, too.

When he returned to his chamber, he locked the door despite the futility of the gesture and spread himself out fully dressed on the bed. Staring at the ceiling mosaic, he remembered how grossly he'd misunderstood it... the Slave Queen and the Emperor, indeed! No, that was him beneath the Emperor, him and every male who dared show any sign of competence or strength. Except he had no wings to buffet the Emperor with, no scales to hold back his claws, no teeth, nothing. A wingless freak, just as promised. An alien Beauty to be consumed.

Beneath his shoulders the blankets warmed him, but alarmingly he could feel the variations—there, the blanket was too close, sticking to the thin linen of his blouse, there the blanket folded into a divot, a cool puddle. He could even feel the raised edges of the embroidered patterns. The warmth provided too great a contrast to the breeze that pricked through the folds of his blouse, touched his neck, found a bead or two of sweat that had not yet dried. As the days passed, his body was becoming more sensitive... too sensitive. He'd heard the occasional reference to this side effect of being touched too often, to being flooded with the emotions of others. It might have been benign in any other situation, but not in his. Not in his.

The alcohol on his sideboard suddenly seemed a wise idea. If he drank it while smoking, surely the one poison would counteract the other. Lisinthir poured himself a glass.
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"Another statue, Exalted."

The Slave Queen had been tied with her back to the stairs, so she could not see Second... only hear the weariness in his voice, the forced interest.

"This one is Curiosity," the Emperor said, looping a rope around the Slave Queen's wing arm. "Do you think it apt?"

"I don't know," Second said. "I am not a male of such subtlety, to understand art." He took such a long, deep breath that even the Slave Queen could hear it. "You have been difficult to find, Exalted."

"I have been occupied."

"With him!"

The Emperor huffed and dropped the rope, leaving a draft over the Slave Queen's back as he stepped away from her. "With the navy, Second. Our neighbor has strengthened its border patrols. Third is growing careless."

"It's not Third," Second said. "The Ambassador tells them our trespass is intentional."

The Slave Queen heard the arched brows in the Emperor's voice. "You know this?"

"I am no fool, Exalted," Second said. "If the Ambassador comes in wanting to know why our vessels are in their space and is dissatisfied with our denials, it is not difficult to make the connection."

"Our denials have always been accepted before," the Emperor said.

"Things have changed," Second said. "This Ambassador must be controlled. Do you know he claims the Slave Queen's mornings for himself?"

"I did give him her use," the Emperor said.

"Exclusively," Second said in a flat voice. "He will drive away anyone who attempts to use her before he is done."

"As he should," the Emperor said. "What male likes to be interrupted in his pleasures?"

"What pleasures?" Second cried. "I saw him engaged in no useful activity here. He chases others away just to deny them the use of the Slave Queen."

"His pleasure is peculiar," the Emperor said. "He enlarges her ears with a barrage of words. But if that is an alien's way of using a female, then we should rejoice, as there will soon be no more aliens to trouble us." He turned back to the Slave Queen and took up the rope, tugging at her gently. She swayed but did not fall. "Tell me, Second... have you ever Changed?"

A pause. Bewilderment, then. "Exalted? Why would I want to?"

"Because we can," the Emperor said. "Because we are born with the ability. Some might say it is what makes us Chatcaava."

"What makes us Chatcaava is that we can Change—and we don't," Second said.

The rope grew lax. Then the Emperor pulled on it and resumed building her into a curious statue. "Stop fretting about the Ambassador, Second. He is good at negotiating... very well. So are you. If the previous ambassadors did not require you to use those skills, that does not make them absent. I did not appoint you Second out of pity."

Second said, "No, Exalted."

"Go."

"Yes, Exalted."

Another tug against her ribs, over her shoulders. Then the Emperor sighed.

She could tell him what it was like to Change. She knew what it was like to take another into herself so deeply she became them while somehow remaining herself. Yet if she could find the words, even then, he would never ask her. And she would never volunteer. There were some distances she was not meant to bridge.
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It took greater than usual effort to pull himself up to the harem tower the following morning, but Lisinthir was proud of himself for managing. He was not sure whether to be amused or chagrined when his arrival caused the Slave Queen to rise with both hands out, as if to steady him.

"You look terrible!" the Slave Queen said, concerned.

Lisinthir smiled wanly at her, the damask blanket gathered around his body with all the grace of a noble's raiment. "I feel less than perfect, I admit. But if I can be on my feet after only an hour's nap, then I am grateful for an obedient body."

"An hour?" Her orange eyes were wide. "Did you have trouble sleeping?"

"I had no time to sleep," Lisinthir said. He sat on one of the benches and pulled the blanket more closely around himself. "He kept me up until dawn." The heat and friction of flesh against flesh. The sound of sweat dripping on blankets and bodies smacking against the floor. The smell of pheromones and blood. "I thought I would never escape."

She sat in front of him on the floor and looked up at him. "Is that all? You have not seemed all of one piece."

"Lady?" he asked.

"Pleased, but distressed. Determined but desolate. Always exhausted," she said.

"Ah," he said. "The alcohol and the hekkret don't help, I'm sure. Nor the lack of sleep and the suspicion of my own food. Perhaps the lack of an easy face... the lack of the lack of fear...." He lifted a hand, shrouded in the cloak, aware of how the caress of the cloth set his body on edge. "I digress. Forgive me."

She stared at him, the short, slim Queen in her chains and vulnerable nudity. Even so, she seemed dangerous. Dangerous in the alien glint of her eyes, in her reaction to his outburst.

"You are shaking," she said at last. Did he become so obvious? "Let me bathe you."

Lisinthir suppressed a shiver at the thought of her hands on him. "Is that wise?"

The Slave Queen snorted. "Females are expected to bathe their masters at any time they wish."

"I meant—" He stopped, held out his hands, then tucked them into his armpits. "I grow over-sensitive."

She canted her head, alien-curious.

"A side effect of being touched too much," he said and closed his eyes. The world remained palpable. "I can feel you breathing against me, though you're sitting nearly an arm's length away."

He heard her swallow. "Is this something that can be fixed?"

"If no one touches me for a few weeks," he said, fighting a wry smile.

"Then no," she said. "Will it grow worse?"

"I don't know," he said. "I've never known anyone to have it." He licked his lips. "The hekkret seems to help. And the alcohol."

She stood and held out her hands. "Let me bathe you. It should relax you."

Obedient out of exhaustion, Lisinthir followed her into the bathing chamber. It used a third of this topmost room of the harem's tower, an area of multiple raised floors with pools of differing temperatures, each one bordered in coral and lapis tiles. The windows extended into the domed ceiling, offering a view of the complicated cloud masses, tinted gray and dull lilac; it was as wan a morning as he felt.

"It is customary for the female to disrobe the male," the Slave Queen said, interrupting Lisinthir's thoughts. "I suspect you would prefer to undress yourself?"

Lisinthir stood in silence, working through his feelings at the request. In the past weeks he'd put skin to skin more times than he could recall, almost all of it unpleasant. Reluctantly, he said, "I would not mind help."

She nodded, as if this were not an aberration of behavior. Her small hands lit on his shoulders, peeling the heavy covers back and leaving faint echoes of her calm concern. Lisinthir contemplated the top of her head as she pricked the buttons undone down the front of his blouse. He did not flinch until she reached the lace on his trousers.

"Enough," he said. "I can do the rest."

She stepped back, eyes on his, steady and alien. He found it difficult to strip in front of her, as if her gaze would renew the vulnerability of his body. He jerked the boots off, the socks and finally the pants. Standing with them in his hands, he reflected that whatever came after this would be changed. He had prided himself on being the one male who did not treat the Slave Queen like a commodity, like an object. To carelessly discard his clothing thus and then present himself to her for bathing...

"Come into the bath," the Slave Queen said again, her voice gentle in the silence.

Try as he might, he couldn't deny how much he needed a gentle hand, a soothing touch. He did as she bid him. The pool she'd chosen was just hot enough to sting. Lisinthir waded into it and stood shivering, stomach-deep.

The Slave Queen sat across from him on the ledge, a pot in her hands. The fragrance of roses and spice wafted from it.

"Laniis left this," she said. "Our soaps are probably not suited to your skin."

"I'd noticed," Lisinthir said.

She scooped a handful of gel from the pot and reached for him. Her hands on his bare skin pressed all his thoughts away, filled him only with her calm quiet, her faint worry, her alien acceptance of what cannot be changed. And her fingers, he realized hazily through the veil of her emotional state, were talented. The scalp and back massage released his body's withheld tension. He relaxed into her grasp, eyes closed, born up by her hands and the rose mist rising off the surface of the pool.

"And here you are, just as reported. Despite your exhaustion. Except I do not find you talking, as Second said was your wont, but at least being attended by the Slave Queen properly instead of engaging her in discussion. This habit of chatting with non-people is most female of you, Ambassador."

Lisinthir opened his eyes, found the Emperor standing in his last sanctuary, almost disbelieved his presence until he felt the Slave Queen jerk away from him, her shock a slap against his spirit.

"Sickly," the Emperor commented after sniffing the water. "You even smell like one."

"I am no female," Lisinthir said in a low, taut voice.

"So prove it to me," the Emperor said with a grin. "Use the Slave Queen as she was born to be used."

Lisinthir remained in the middle of the pool, measuring each breath past a ribcage suddenly gone tight. The peace the female had imposed on him through her touch had shattered the moment her fingers had leapt away. Had he been able to keep that alien shroud, he might have been able to approach her with equanimity. Without it...

"Come, come. Do you lack imagination? Surely there is some use acceptable to you. Her hands, her mouth, her body, they're all quite capable. The lack of a second pair of arms as proper females have does limit her in some respects, but she more than compensates in other ways. One even gets used to her having no breasts."

He remembered her words: if the Emperor commanded, both she and Second obeyed. Were these displays required?

"I am not interested," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor leaned against the arch, arms folded over his chest. "It was not a request."

"I will not torture her," Lisinthir said, his entire body stiffening with denial.

"Are you so wicked a male that you can find no use for a female that is not torture?" the Emperor said. "I thought you prided yourself a gentler thing." He waved a hand. "Come. This is one act a Chatcaavan male can do that surely you are capable of, and find no evil in. Or do you consider the use of a female evil?"

"When it is without consent, yes," Lisinthir said.

"She consents," the Emperor said. "Ask her. She would probably be delighted to serve you."

"And you would know how? Since you never speak to her," Lisinthir said, fighting a sense of helplessness. He heard his own protests for what they were: obvious attempts to squirm out of this test, so obvious they could not be misinterpreted, so desperate they painted him weak. He knew what would follow, and when the Emperor's hand flitted in a shrug he saw it: all of it, all his effort, crashing to pieces, shattering. All the blood he'd shed. The progress he was about to make with Second; the progress he'd already made with the Emperor. All of it, destroyed.

"Then it is as everyone thought," the Emperor said, turning to leave. "You are just like the others."

Each joint ached as Lisinthir forced himself to step out of the pool; his movement arrested the Emperor's eyes, halted him.

The Slave Queen kneeled before him when he stopped before her, bowing her head and spreading her mutilated wings.

"What would you, Master?" she asked.

Did she address him so to prove something to the Emperor? Or to enforce proper male behavior on his part? Did she countenance this? Surely she wouldn't obey him. He couldn't imagine a single task for her that he could bear, and his limbs seemed incapable of movement. He chose the only one he could think of that would require the least of them both.

"Pleasure me," he said, and groaned as her cool tongue flicked out to touch his skin. In all their time together, he had done this more often than he wanted to count for the Emperor. To have the favor returned—she was so expert. He wasn't prepared. He bent over her and felt more pain than he had in weeks of humiliation at the Emperor's feet.

Walking to them, the Emperor tilted the Slave Queen's head up, smeared her saliva over her chin. "Did you enjoy your service?"

"Yes, Master," the Queen said softly. Did he imagine her contentment?

"An interesting change of pace, isn't it?" the Emperor said. "No barbs, more flesh, all that softness."

"It was very easy, Master," the Queen said.

"And you?" The Emperor turned languidly to examine Lisinthir. "Was she satisfactory at the task?"

Still recovering from the strength of his release, Lisinthir looked the male in the eye and said, "You would have done better."

The rage that rose in the Emperor's eyes inspired a lazy grin in Lisinthir. He wore it long enough to hit the ground, and then the two fought themselves into a pool and blood streaked the coral tiles. The pummeling the Chatcaavan gave him was reminiscent of the first in its ferocity, in its newness. The violation felt fresh, and he resisted it with a fury, a glorious fury.

The cessation of the violence, so abrupt, so intense, took both their breaths away, left them hip to hip, arms tangled in one another's hair. The veils of mist their fighting had broken reformed, left beads of water as clear as gems on their bodies. Lisinthir had never felt anything more intoxicating than the blood-and-steam-streaked heat that joined their bodies, thigh to breast.

"Every time I think I have you understood, Ambassador, you slip through my fingers," the Emperor whispered, touching the Eldritch's lips, the arches of his talons brushing just beneath Lisinthir's nose on skin still wet from the steam of the bath and his sweat.

Lisinthir licked the bottoms of the Emperor's fingers, then sucked on their tips and bit the claws. The Emperor hissed and pulled back, but his eyes reflected the laziness of pleasure.

A rush of terrifying ecstasy and peace flooded him. There was nothing he wanted more to do than this. No more compelling use of his time than to do battle so, and feel his triumph in the fascination, the entanglement of the most powerful male in the Chatcaavan Empire. Lisinthir licked the final claw and smiled, eyes nearly closed, as the Emperor stroked the edge of his jaw, his alien satisfaction radiating through his fingertips to mingle with Lisinthir's own.

The waters crested around the Chatcaavan's body as he pulled away. It seemed to cost him great effort to reach the steps, but once he did so he left the pool with his usual quickness of motion. With parted wings, the Emperor strode naked from the chamber, and so great was his magnetism that Lisinthir found himself on the end of the pool closest to the door, one hand stretched out against the slick tiles. He shivered.

The Slave Queen knelt beside his arm on the tiles. He glanced at her, surprised to find her eyes demurely turned away. In her arms she held a towel.

"Lady," he said huskily. He forced himself upright with difficulty and walked out of the pool. Strands of water ran down his body, and his hair stuck to his skin in strange silvery curls.

"He is well and truly taken with you," the Slave Queen said. She stood and wrapped the towel around his body, wicked some of the blood from the scratches on his chest.

"Is that so unusual?" Lisinthir asked, studying her face. He had rarely seen her so, and realized belatedly that her behavior was that of a female before a male. A Chatcaavan male. Save, of course, that she spoke. The Eldritch clung to that as proof of his identity.

"Usually he puts a male in his place within days of choosing him," the Slave Queen said.

"You say 'usually'," Lisinthir said. "There are exceptions?"

The Slave Queen did not answer, but walked to a chest in the corner he'd never seen her open. From it, she withdrew a satin robe, indigo with black trim edged in tiny beads. The draft across his shoulder-blades and back marked the slits he would have used had he been winged; the female had to tie these at the base, and even so they remained open. A few minutes later he'd been led out the bathing chamber, onto a couch to recline with a glass of tea wine and a hekkret roll. The attention distracted him enough to make the pursuit of his question unimportant.

Once the nausea and the numbness set in from the drugs, the question came back. "Exceptions, lady?"

"Rarely," the Slave Queen said, coming to kneel before him, her head bowed. "Only for a few cases. An extremely fractious noble who would not take the yoke required several weeks' training to mend his ways. A lord who refused to accept the Emperor's sovereignty was broken over a month's time, with public tortures scheduled regularly until he yielded. He died a day later. Several female Alliance slaves he spent weeks with simply, this one believes, out of curiosity over their bodies." She cleared her throat. "The Emperor is also known for his caprice. At times he chooses randomly among the court, and renews his mastery over the court with campaigns that some find perverse."

"How is this any more perverse than his usual behavior?" Lisinthir asked, stunned.

"It is considered gauche to question the loyalties of those who have already been tested once, master," the Slave Queen replied.

Lisinthir studied her curved body, so graceful... she had spent so much of her life on her knees that her body seemed poured into the position. Gently, the Eldritch reached out and touched the side of her beak with the back of his pale hand. "'Master', is it?" he asked, his voice heavy.

"This one begs your indulgence," she said. "She means no disrespect—"

"Stop it," he said. "I don't want a piece of furniture. Or even a servant, no matter how useful. I need someone to talk to, someone closer to sane. If you withdraw from me just from swallowing my seed, what will you do when his depravity demands other sacrifices?"

"Your pardon," the Slave Queen said, eyes flicking up to meet his, though she did not lift her head. "It was not pleasuring you that set me away from you."

Lisinthir frowned. "What then?"

"Seeing you fight with him," the Slave Queen said, her voice breathless. "You have no scales. No wings, no teeth, no claws... nothing. You are helpless, no better than a prey animal. But the ferocity of your response and..."

"And?" he prompted, gentle.

"And that your pleasure with him was more intense than it was with me... that is a male's way. Females cannot give a male the pleasure another male can with the tests, the dominance."

Lisinthir drew back from her, put the wine aside and the remains of the roll. His first deep breath set off a coughing fit, but the second gave him the scent of the harem, and the rose spice perfume off his own hair. "All I need," he said, "is to understand how his mind works, enough to tell my people how to guard against him."

"And then...?" she said.

"And then, I can go home," Lisinthir said.

The Slave Queen tilted her long head. "Go home?"

He hadn't even realized the desire was in him until it had come out of his mouth. But once he'd spoken, the yearning had shape and weight and urgency. To go back to a world of safety and normalcy—before it was too late—yes. He wanted that.

"Even ambassadors have their limits," Lisinthir said, letting his head loll back on the pillow.
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Left to herself not long after, the Slave Queen closed her eyes and set about tidying the suite to keep her mind too busy to remember rose-spice skin, smooth and hot, and sincere and melancholy eyes. She was not certain she was glad of the distraction that arrived on her landing, though she dropped to her knees and bowed her head accordingly.

They did not approach her, however, but remained on the landing.

"You think it will work," Second said.

"Yes," Third said. "It can be done."

Second eyed him. "You court danger with so little thought for yourself."

Third hissed a laugh. "Nothing of the sort. I am just... hungry. Hunger excuses many things. But you will see. I will provide the evidence that was withheld from us."

"I hope so," Second said. "He is no doubt about to force himself into my study and there I will have to throw him enough meat to keep him off the Empire's body."

"You should just turn him away," Third said.

"If only it was so easy." Second folded his arms over his chest. "Work quickly, Third."

"I will," Third said, and his eyes on the Slave Queen filled her with dread. "Or at least, as quickly as the situation warrants. Which is not very quickly at all."
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There was now a new male standing in front of Second's door, one in livery and marked appropriately. The guards had spread themselves out further down the hall.

"What are you?" Lisinthir asked. "A secretary?"

"I am Second's aide," the male said, bristling.

"Ah, very good," Lisinthir said. "I'll see him now."

"Second is indispos—"

"I don't care if Second is vomiting onto his own wings," Lisinthir interrupted. "I am here to see him. You will go in his office and tell him I have business to discuss with him. I will wait here for your return, and then you will bring me an unopened bottle of your master's best brandy. Then you will have disposed of your duties."

The Chatcaavan stared at him, gape-mouthed. It amused Lisinthir in a very distant way to see how similar the expression read to a human's, or an Eldritch's. Then he said, steel in his voice, "GO."

The aide jumped and went through the door, leaving it ajar in his haste. Lisinthir wondered if he would have to amble in after him, or if the aide would do as he'd demanded... and was pleased to see the aide re-joining him.

"The alcohol now," Lisinthir said. "I'm thirsty."

The aide backed away from him. Just for entertainment, Lisinthir added, "Perhaps you've heard how Second's other helper fared when he irritated me."

Another dropped-jaw look. The aide fled. He might not get the alcohol now, but the reaction had been worth it. With a chuckle, Lisinthir walked into the office and faced Second, who was standing, wide-eyed, behind the desk.

"Was the aide intended to stymie me? Because he wasn't very effective," Lisinthir said. "You seem to have trouble choosing adequate helpmates."

Second folded his arms. "I am not ready to speak with you."

"But you are past due," Lisinthir said and sat on one of the chairs. He leaned back and folded his hands behind his head. "I am here for my answer. To the heinous crime committed against that colony and the disrespect you are paying the treaty with your casual disregard of the borders."

"Perhaps you can bring these issues to the Emperor," Second said, tail lashing. "You certainly have plenty of time to do so."

"The Emperor doesn't make the kind of decisions that he, in his infinite wisdom, allows to fall to you... and well we both know it," Lisinthir said, ignoring the barb. "Do you have a problem with me, Second?"

"Why ever would you think that?" Second said.

Lisinthir smiled with the faintest of menace. "You have a peculiar habit of reporting the most minute details of my behavior to the Emperor. Tell me, was it really necessary to inform him of my talking with the Slave Queen each morning? Particularly since you don't use the Slave Queen as a male should, yourself."

"I would be remiss in not keeping the Emperor informed of your... behaviors... Ambassador," Second said. "It is part of my duty to assess threats against him."

"And you fear me," Lisinthir said.

"I don't like you, Ambassador," Second said after a moment's tense silence. "That doesn't mean I fear you."

"It doesn't mean you don't fear me, either," Lisinthir said.

"What I feel is immaterial," Second said. "You had asked for reparations. I have found you the commodore who led the errant group into your space. Shall I have him executed?"

"Don't bore me," Lisinthir said. "The execution of a single commodore in your navy... what will that accomplish?"

"It will assure you that we will punish those who transgress against you—"

"And that punishment will put a roof back over the heads of those whose walls crumpled when you fired on them? Will that punishment change the policy I'm sure is secretly held at the highest levels, that you can traipse into Alliance territory at any time so long as there is gain to be had?" The force of his own anger surprised him, as it always did. "You tried to deny it. Now you try to distract me. How weak a creature do you think I am, Second?"

"We have no money to give you to pay for construction," Second said. "We have projects of our own."

"You don't have to give us money," Lisinthir said. "You can lift the import taxes."

"Are you insane?" Second cried.

"You did real damage to us, Second," Lisinthir said. "If you draw our blood, we will demand blood in return."

"I have offered you blood!"

"Useless, worthless blood, the life of a thief without honor or value," Lisinthir said. "A single life to pay for multiple incursions which probably involved the slave trade. Do I suppose correctly?"

Second froze in place. Lisinthir held his eyes without blinking, letting a fraction of his rage touch his face.

"I cannot lift the import taxes entirely," Second said. "I can reduce them."

"That may suit," Lisinthir said, torn between fierce satisfaction at having backed Second into a corner... and worry, that he enjoyed doing it so much. "Talk."
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In the revolutions the Slave Queen had lived at court, she had observed patterns in the Emperor's behavior where it intersected her life. In particular, he passed through phases where he did not involve her in anything he did, and phases where he visited her every day, sometimes several times a day. She never knew how long these phases would last, but he seemed to always live in either one phase or the next. He was rarely a casual visitor.

Thus she suspected he was entering a full use phase, for he came to her more frequently.

Except he never wanted what she expected.

In the waning afternoon, the Emperor reappeared on her landing and presented her with a bottle of lotion. He waited until she hastily pulled out a low table and stretched himself on it with a yawn. That itself was a command, but one she rarely received; with only one set of arms, her massage was markedly inferior to that which any one of the females downstairs could offer. But she bowed her head and applied herself as best she could to his needs, grateful that he required nothing more of her.

It was enough that he'd ordered her to cross the barrier that had always existed between her and the Ambassador. Third and Second's arrival on her landing had given her something to worry about, but too many times she'd come perilously close to remembering what it had felt like to give the Ambassador ease. How strange that his softness of manner with her was reflected by his body's lack of cruelty. A female learned swiftly how to please a male without chafing the insides of her mouth against his barbs and it had taken her several moments to let go of that habit with him—

—but this was a disastrous road. She concentrated on the tense and complex muscles around the Emperor's shoulders and was so engulfed in the work that she saw the approaching male only when he was so close his feet appeared beside the Emperor's face.

"Exalted," Third said. "I was told you could be disturbed."

"Only because I neglected to give instruction otherwise," the Emperor said, sounding displeased. "What is it, Third?"

"You may want to rein in your Second, Exalted Emperor," said Third. "He has halved the import taxes on luxury items and reduced them to a quarter on essential aid items. The wingless freak has him twisted backwards and begging for a rod."

"Has he really?" the Emperor asked.

"It is sickening," Third said. "And he came to me, Exalted, and told me that had I kept my ships to myself we would not be having this problem... as if it is my fault that he cannot say no to an alien."

"Why exactly did your ships get caught on the wrong side of the border?" the Emperor asked.

"I am not doing anything differently now than I have in the past," Third said, voice hardening. "I search for resources for you, as you request."

"I wouldn't want you to stop," the Emperor said. "What I want to know is why you were caught, Third."

"A fluke," Third said. "They were lucky."

"Were they?" the Emperor said, his voice gone to musing. His focus sharpened again and he swung his head back to Third. "Or are they just better than you?"

Third laughed. "Of course they're not."

"Then you were lazy. I don't countenance laziness."

"This will be the last time they spot me," Third said with smug pleasure. "And I shall bring you back something worth having. But even so, Second will give away your Empire behind your back if you don't stop him."

"What Second does is not your affair," the Emperor said. "Tend your own burning house."

"Aye, Exalted," Third said and bowed. A pause. Then, "If I may...?"

"What is it?" the Emperor asked, sounding cross.

"Second has the use of the Slave Queen, as does the alien. May I not also?"

The Slave Queen's hands twitched on the Emperor's back. She forced herself to resume stretching the taut muscle she'd found beneath them.

"You have a habit of breaking things," the Emperor said.

"I would be careful."

"As careful as you were on the border?" the Emperor asked archly. "Remind me of your worthiness first, Third. Then perhaps I will let you spend yourself in my vault."

"Aye, Exalted."

"And don't bother me again with gossip. Come to tell me of your triumphs—or failures. Gossip is for females."

This time anger in Third's voice: "Aye, Exalted."

The male withdrew. The Emperor resettled himself beneath her hands and surprised her by chuckling.

"So the Slave Queen does not like her Emperor's Third, does she?"

The Slave Queen's body locked in position.

"Don't worry," he said. "You are a prettier picture torturing the Ambassador with your perfect obedience than you are being forced into the same tiresome acts with Third."

Timidly, the Slave Queen said, "Is this one to serve him more frequently, Master?"

The Emperor's eyes grew distant again. "No." Again, snapping back to himself. "Not for now. You will serve me in other ways."

"Yes, Master," the Slave Queen said, torn between disappointment and trepidation.
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Lisinthir returned from his wrestling with the Emperor to a message from diplomatic corps that glowed satisfaction at his progress. More than satisfaction, if he read the emotion hiding in the text: they were gleeful. They hadn't expected him to win the import tax request, much less argue it down to the levels he'd managed. Could he continue to work these miracles now on the piracy issue? Fleet had observed more activity along the border and was desperate for intelligence, not just on the slave trade but on the possibility of war. Surely he could accelerate his program, whatever it was?

Could he! Lisinthir curled inward until his forehead rested against the tablet's screen. He could try, but that wasn't the right question. The right question involved answers he didn't want to face about his ability to use another person without her permission... and concerned his growing ambivalence over the violent attentions of another man—not even a man, but an alien. And whether the violence was consensual. And if that made it pleasurable. Surely the pleasure was only in being competent, in being successful.

Surely he wasn't changing so much. Surely he was still himself.

Lisinthir stripped off the remains of the night's shredded and sodden clothing and eased back on top of the bedcovers. His unbound hair he twisted into a coil out of his way, and doing that flashed a sullen red stone at him. His father's House ring. That its emblem was a creature similar to the Chatcaava had struck Lisinthir as ironic when he'd first been approached about this assignment.

It no longer struck him as ironic. It frightened him. Perhaps it was no accident that he'd been born from the House of the striking dragon; perhaps the universe had been trying to tell him something about his inner nature.

Perhaps he belonged here, with these depraved people and their emotionally bankrupt society.

His hand clenched in the satin cover, creasing it. The Queen had given him to the Alliance out of kindness, he'd thought... to give him legitimate exit from the drama of his family's attempted rise back to power and dignity. He'd come here to make a difference, and the communiqués he received indicated he had.

Now, though... now he wondered. Why had they chosen him?

Who would save him, if this assignment destroyed him?

A fitful sleep overcame Lisinthir, riding his troubled thoughts into dreams of home.

He wore a black robe and matching pants and boots, but no blouse... none of the elegant formal wear of his people, which emphasized frills and draperies that concealed the body's lines. The robe was of Chatcaavan make, and this did not bother him at all; though he had no wings, he felt no draft through the holes in the back.

Accoutered in this way he strode through a pastiche of landscapes, winter, spring, summer, fall, flowers floating from trees, fruit ripening and rotting, snow smothering the ground in thick, wet blankets. In the strange logic of dreams, he was inside the palace at Ontine without ever entering it, bowing before the queen he'd seen only a handful of times in his life. As with all the times previous, she sat on the throne in a gown so heavy and so voluminous it dwarfed her slender body. Where her face should have been, he saw only haze and smudged features.

Lisinthir rose from his obeisance and walked up the dias. He found the dark line of a tarnished silver collar around her neck, and traced her lips before he kissed her.

"You are nothing," he whispered to her tenderly as she spread her hands over his bare chest and licked his skin. Her fear lapped at the edge of his mind.

"This is nothing," he said, hooking a finger beneath the strap of her bodice. When she froze, he stroked her hair and said, "do you think it will protect you? From someone who really knows you? As I know you?"

She shook her head without looking at him.

"You are a fraud," he said, and slapped her. And then again, more frenzied. "Why aren't you real? Why aren't you real?"

Lisinthir jerked awake, panting hard. His heart pounded in his ears, pressing out all other sounds. He was aware of fear and horror in the trembling of his body, but it was not until he felt the wet covers beneath his hips that his reason returned, and shame pricked tears from his eyes, and he wept.
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He came on slow feet to her the following morning and upon seeing their table said with a voice hoarse from poor sleep, "Do you have anything stronger?"

Silently, the Slave Queen fetched a bottle of tea-wine and poured him a new glass. He took it from her and held it near his heart, his head bowed and eyes closed. After his first sip, he looked at her and she couldn't bear what she saw in his eyes.

"No, Ambassador," she said, reaching for him, placing her hands on his forearms so he could feel her sincerity. "No. I spoke truth yesterday. You did not set me away from you by complying with the Emperor's command."

"I have fallen so low," he said. "To have used you like an object with no thought to your feelings at all. I am so sorry, my lady. I should have fought him."

She stroked his arms. Through the thin fabric of his blouse she could feel the tension of his muscles, so hard they felt like bone. "You did as you must."

"That is no excuse," he said, shaking his head.

"Ambassador," she said, then squeezed his arms. "I did not mind the task."

He did not look at her, and so she allowed the feelings she had been avoiding to rise back to her skin, to make her flush and steal her breath. The feelings that had risen in her when she'd first taken Eldritch shape and seen him through her doubled-eyes, alien and yet her own, that had only grown more insistent with each kindness he insisted on dealing her. Swallowing, she said, "It was... it was pleasant."

At last he met her eyes. "You can't be serious."

"To give you a moment of happiness and peace in this place?" the Slave Queen said. "You asked so little. Of all the things you could have chosen, you chose the one act that did not demean me. Even in extremis, you tried to protect me."

"No," he said, shaking his head. "No, this is craziness. This is Chatcaavan insanity, to turn what was unspeakable into an act of mercy."

"But it was," she said softly. "You have not lived my life, Ambassador. I have been the Emperor's tool in such requests before, and no male has ever chosen so gently." She lowered her head. "Is it so hard to believe that I might find joy in duty?"

He laughed, a halting, bitter sound, and his breath smelled of wine and hekkret. "No. Not at all. Not when I can no longer tell if I hate him or I want him or if I still deplore all he has done even while I laugh to be beneath him and cry out to be above him."

Such feelings were familiar to her. She eased the wine out of his hands and pulled at him until he rose and followed her to the couch. There she arranged him with pillows and a blanket. When he tried to rise, she pressed a hand down against his shoulder, wondering where she found the audacity.

"I should see Second. Or Third. I should do work," he said.

"You should rest," she replied and kneeled beside the couch. "You are out of sorts. Can it be so terrible a thing to sleep in the middle of the day? Second will still be here tomorrow, as will Third and the Empire."

"Sleep will not solve my dilemma," he said.

"No, but it will help restore your balance," she said.

He reached for her, trailed fingers over her face and cupped her cheek. She leaned into the caress and closed her eyes, content. It seemed strange after so many revolutions of being handled by males to think of touch as a comforting thing, a positive thing... to welcome it as a sign of gentleness rather than dread it as a presage to pain and fear. But here she was. In her heart, she gave herself leave to admit that if the Emperor were to ask her to please the Ambassador again, she would go to it willingly. The realization should have terrified her, but it didn't.

His fingers stroked down her neck until he hit the lip of her collar, which he traced. She heard the occasional scrape of his short fingernails against the raised patterns. "This," he said softly. "Does it... does it pain you?"

"It is very comfortable," the Slave Queen said. "Our necks are not like yours. They are stiffer."

"That's not what I meant," he said huskily. "Does it bother you to wear it as a symbol?"

"Of the ownership of the Emperor?" The Slave Queen shifted. "I was not raised as you were, as your people are, to know and desire freedom."

"And yet you do," he said. "I have seen you looking out the window."

"To long for flight is not the same as to long for freedom," the Slave Queen said, looking up at him without lifting her head. "I do not know what I would do with freedom, Ambassador."

"But surely anything is better than bowing your neck to the Emperor," he said.

"Is it?" the Slave Queen asked, knowing he asked himself.

After a moment, he returned to his gentle exploration of the designs. "How did they get it on you? It has no catch."

"It is soldered on," the Slave Queen said. "There is a seam, it is just difficult to see. They are skillful with the irons." At his expression, she said, "I came to no harm. They place a thin sheath between my skin and the metal until they finish. Such is the wonder of technology."

"So it cannot be removed," he murmured, scraping a nail over one of the stones.

"Not easily, no," the Queen said. "But this will be my lot for life. I am ransom for the behavior of the lords of the Empire."

He looked at her then, rather than at the designs. "How can that be, when no one considers a female a person?"

The Slave Queen felt her smile becoming more fragile. "Because even though the Slave Queen is a custom older than what we've become, Ambassador, we still bow to those customs. Or why do you think the males land on the floor beneath this one and walk up to my chambers?"

"They act as if women are valued for more than their use, even though no one believes it anymore."

She nodded once, dipping her head.

"We come again to this," he said and shook his head. "I am so sorry."

She lifted his hand to her cheek and pressed her head against it. "No more apologizing, Ambassador. Do you ask to be forgiven for something that did not offend me?"

"If you're certain," he said.

"He will ask more of you," she said. "Much more. You should rest against the efforts before you. Perhaps when you wake you can teach me the words of equality. Such words here have long since fallen into disuse and I would have them from the mouth of one who thinks them no different from other words."

"I would have to teach you the word for trust," he said, eyes steady and regretful. "And understanding. And love. What do Chatcaava know of love?"

"There is love still, somewhere," the Slave Queen said. "Or so I have heard."

"But not here," he said, stroking the bottom of her chin.

Her eyes fluttered closed. "No," she said. "Not here."
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"Our tussles begin to bore me," the Emperor said.

"You're lying," Lisinthir replied, reaching across the bed for his roll.

The Chatcaavan watched him with narrowed eyes. The sheets hissed beneath his body as he shifted, and candlelight picked out blood-bright highlights in the aubergine silk.

"You can't lie to me," Lisinthir said. "Not when I'm touching you." He pulled from the roll and offered it to the dragon.

"I'll keep that in mind," the Emperor said, flashing his fangs. He took the hekkret.

"Is it my imagination," Lisinthir continued, lying back on his elbows, "Or does Third not feel obliged to grace us with his presence at supper anymore? His appearances have become quite erratic."

"Third has other obligations," the Emperor said.

"Ah, so you've sent him away," Lisinthir said.

The drake snorted. Arabesques of smoke drifted from his nostrils. "No. But I have not shown him the favor to which he has become unwisely accustomed. Indeed, I am discovering with great interest that testing you is a test for the court."

"And how is that?" Lisinthir asked. "Have they never been jealous of one another before?"

"Oh, they've known jealousy for other males," the Emperor said. "Never for something other."

"So they persist in considering me a non-male," Lisinthir said.

"Well they should... for you are not one."

Lisinthir awarded him a lazy stare. "Don't make me rip your chest open again."

"Enough for one night!" the Emperor said. He hissed a laugh. "They do not like giving up my interest for an alien. All save Second, who seems to think of you as a dangerous male."

"Second," Lisinthir mused.

"Yes, Second," the Emperor said, and grinned again. "I was amused to hear that you cowed him in his own office. Were you a proper species, I might even say you had horns."

"Second inserts his tail in my way," Lisinthir said. "I'm here to do a job, and he needs to help me do it, not obstruct me." He stretched. "Though I admit my heart softens on his behalf at the news that he, at least, knows that I'm male."

The Emperor leaned over and traced the line of a long white throat. "You will only win yourself hurt if you continue insisting on something that isn't true, Ambassador. As long as you bow your head to me on behalf of the welfare of others, you are too weak to survive here."

"Watch me," Lisinthir said with a snarl.

"I am," he said. "And I see that you would crawl into a harness to appease me."

"No," Lisinthir said, suddenly tremblingly alert. "I would never let you tie me down."

"Fear!" the Emperor purred. "Delightful." He slid forward. "I say to you that you will let me. And tonight."

"I thought you said we'd had enough for one night," Lisinthir said, backing away on the bed.

"Enough of what we've done," the Emperor said. "But I told you before... I am growing bored. I would like to experiment."

"No," Lisinthir said again.

"And if I threatened someone?" The Emperor rolled his eyes upward. "Perhaps the Slave Queen?"

"As much as I'd like to save the Slave Queen from pain," Lisinthir said, voice hardening, "there's nothing you can do to her that she has not already endured and will not endure again."

"She hasn't died."

Lisinthir froze.

"You want to know if I would kill her?" the Emperor said. "My treasure, the crown of my harem? You think I do not know what she is worth, but I do." His wings spread slowly, blocking away the ceiling. "But there is something worth still more to me, Ambassador."

He barely breathed as the Chatcaavan flowed toward him, one achingly slow step at a time.

"You think I do not know the concessions you have won from my people," the Emperor said. "You think I do not see your power and your confidence growing. You would be wrong."

Instantly, Lisinthir understood, and realized he'd underestimated the Emperor's involvement in the governing of his court... and that the Emperor had underestimated him in turn: his stamina, his violence, his ability to work the government's highest officials. And because of these mutual misunderstandings, the Emperor had no choice but to make sure his grip on Lisinthir was firm, for he could allow no one to be more powerful than him. Not without dying in the arms of an ambitious courtier who saw his weakness as opportunity.

"You really would kill her," Lisinthir stated, breathless with horror.

"I would make you drink her blood," the Emperor said, baring his fangs.

Lisinthir hung for a moment between panic and resolve, between a screaming, absolute negation and capitulation... between what he saw himself as and what he saw in the future. "What...," he licked his lips. "What would you require?"

The Emperor's hand slid over his shoulder, up to his neck, and pressed. Lisinthir allowed him to bear it down to the mattress.

"Let me put leather around this long neck of yours," the Emperor whispered into his ear. Lisinthir could feel the hot pulse of the drake's racing desire clashing against his own growing apprehension. "Let me mount you on a rack, with all your limbs immobile. Let me rig you for assault, as I would a female, or a particularly intractable male. For that is what you are proving to be, Ambassador... a very intractable male."

"Only in this chamber," Lisinthir said fiercely.

"Only in this chamber," the Emperor said, and squeezed his throat.

He could be at peace with this. He had gone through so much to accomplish what he had. Surely this would be no worse. And yet, lying flat on the bed Lisinthir could not control his skipping heart, he had chills that owed nothing to being on top of the covers and when the Emperor returned with duplicates of the sinister gear that Lisinthir remembered from the Slave Queen's closet, he backed away, unable to help himself.

"This will make it easier," the Emperor said, and blindfolded him... except that only made it worse. Never knowing what was coming. Not being able to center himself, prepare himself. And then to be tied down—as the Emperor locked each of his limbs in place, his panic became overwhelming. He had sweat in pain before, and from exertion, but never from terror.

What had seemed merely difficult when he'd been able to resist was now unbearable, interminable. When the Emperor was satisfied, he came around before the Eldritch without unbinding him and stroked his chin. The blindfold hid him from sight but Lisinthir could still feel him through that gentle touch, feel the satisfaction, the repletion and now an attentive focus.

"There," the male said. "Do you know your place now?"

Lisinthir said nothing, but trembled, unable to stop himself.

"You may ask me to release you," the Emperor said.

"Please," Lisinthir said, feeling no shame at all, only desperation. "Please."

"Please what?" the Emperor asked.

"Let me go," Lisinthir said.

"And you recognize that you are at my mercy? And that I have none?"

"Let me go," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor traced his lips with a claw-tip, pressed the bottom one down. "And if I left you thus all night? To hang in silence while I slept?"

"I would keep you up," Lisinthir said fiercely.

"I would gag you," the Emperor said. "Trust me, there are gags sufficient to keeping even your able mouth out of play."

"What do you want me to say?" Lisinthir asked. "What do I have to do?"

"Tell me your place," the Emperor said.

He would rather die than be here again, and yet he found himself saying, "I am the Alliance Ambassador ad'Chatcaavan Empire... and I will never be anything else, not even chained to your bed!"

The Emperor laughed. "Very good. Then tomorrow we will do it all again. And the next night. And the next. And we shall see how long it takes for you to understand that you cannot cow the Empire." He stripped the blindfold, giving Lisinthir a good look at his toothed grin and hungry eyes. "Today there was only humiliation. Tomorrow... tomorrow there will be honor wounds." He undid one of Lisinthir's hands, which dropped, numb to the ground. "Undo the rest yourself, if you are so powerful."

The Emperor left him there, with one hand still too weak from immobilization to undo the rest. When the feeling returned to his free arm, he released himself, one aching limb at a time. The collar came off last, requiring far more dexterity to undo than the cuffs. He threw it across the room, then dressed in clothing that had remained whole, that he wished had been shredded to confetti if only it could represent a normal night in the Emperor's company. The air of dignity he summoned to let himself out of the male's chambers lasted only as long as it took him to stumble into his bedchamber and grab the damask bedcover; he wrapped it around his body and the weight bore him onto one knee. He pressed his forehead to the edge of the bed and shook with the force of the sobs he refused to release.

He could still feel it around his neck, around his wrists, his ankles, his waist. The rack the Chatcaavan had found had been built for bodies with wings, but the Emperor was nothing if not creative. Lisinthir wondered if he would ever swallow again without feeling that pressure against his throat, so uncompromising. Worse was the sure knowledge that their encounters would continue to involve the items the Emperor had sent for. More of them as time passed. There were those who enjoyed what he'd been through, who would even have paid to have it done to them... but he was not one of them, and imagining them gave him no clue how to handle it.

Dragging himself to his feet, Lisinthir left for the sanctuary that was the harem. Halfway up the final landing, he heard scuffing and growls. Abandoning the blanket, he vaulted up the last steps and into the antechamber, where he found Third on top of the Slave Queen. He lunged for the male, seizing him by the arm and jerking him backward. The spear of lust and frustration seemed a pale and vacant thing compared to the hurricane force of the Emperor's emotions.

"What do you think you're doing?" Lisinthir demanded. "You were not given leave to use her!"

"How would you know?" Third replied. Beneath them, the Slave Queen had gone completely limp.

"Because I do," Lisinthir snarled back. "Now get the hell out of here! And pray that I don't mention your transgression to interested ears, or your horns won't be the only thing ripped off your body!"

"It is right for her to be damaged and the Emperor has not been showing her the proper attention," Third said.

"The only person here I see who deserves damage is you, Third." Lisinthir advanced on him. "Are you going to leave or will I have to convince you?"

"With what claws, wingless freak?"

"With the Emperor's," Lisinthir said. "Or have you forgotten that I am further in his favor than you?"

"I have not forgotten," Third hissed. "But I have also noted that you are soft and fragile. If you were to die here, none would be able to come to your aid in time."

"Go ahead," Lisinthir said, his voice gone cold and deep. "Kill me. See what happens to your life afterward."

Third studied him, wings twitching... then laughed and walked to the stairs. "This has been most instructive."

Lisinthir watched until Third walked down the stairs and vanished out of sight. Then he dropped down beside the Slave Queen, gathering her into the circle of his arms. "Lady, lady, say you're all right—"

"—Ambassador!" the Queen cried in a voice tight with a pain and a fear he felt like knives through her skin. "Why, oh why did you do that?"

"He had no leave to use you," Lisinthir began.

"—but it is immaterial! Immaterial! You have given him all that he needs."

"You're overwrought, lady," Lisinthir said, helping her to a heap of pillows. He laid her gently across them. "Now speak your piece. Calmly, please, for I cannot endure much else tonight."

"You showed him your weakness," the Slave Queen whispered. "You told him that you cannot bear the pain of others you consider undeserving."

"I thought that was rather clear to everyone already," Lisinthir said wryly. "Particularly after I stole away the Emperor's slaves."

"No! No. You affected such nonchalance over their suffering that the act would more easily been interpreted as one male asserting challenge over another," the Queen said.

"The Emperor knows it's not," Lisinthir said.

"But he has not told anyone else," she said. "Oh, Ambassador. They only guessed, they did not know. They were given to understand that you were different from the other aliens!"

"I'm not," Lisinthir said gently, but her apprehension was seeping into him.

"But your life... now they know. Now they can manipulate you directly," she said.

"They can do nothing to me that the Emperor has not done already," Lisinthir said, and cleared his voice when the words came out hoarse. He felt the change through her skin as her alarm became sharper, more personal, more curious. Her fingers rose to glide along the edge of his jaw... then down to his neck, to the red ridge there.

"He collared you," she whispered.

"I had no choice," Lisinthir said, closing his eyes. "He threatened to kill you."

"Oh, Master," the Slave Queen said.

Lisinthir let his head fall against her stomach and wept.
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  If the Emperor were to enter now and find them thus, it would end... she knew it. For if the Ambassador was not broken now, she did not know broken. With gentle arms she held his head against her stomach and rested her head against his, shielding him from view. Too well she understood him. The first time she had been ushered into the world that gave Moon and others like her such pleasure she'd left it wanting to die. Fortunately, the Emperor had not required such acts of her for long, and it had been many revolutions since he'd used her thus. Still, separated so long from the experience, she remembered. What must it be like to be male and to go through it?

And he had let himself be collared—for her. Unbelievable, insane. She was not worthy of this storm of emotion. Not worthy of the damage he did to his own reputation. Not worthy of the danger he invited on himself to protect her.

"Sssh," she said, feeling his back heave beneath her. "Let it pass, let it pass."

"How do you stand it?" he asked. His voice was nigh unrecognizable; she had never heard him after such weeping. There was so much gravel in his voice it was more rasp than music.

"I have no choice," she said.

"And neither do I."

She wrapped her hands over his shoulders and gently shook. "You do. All he holds over you is me."

"And you would have me see you killed?" the Ambassador asked. He forced himself upright, hair tangled and shirt half-undone, and she saw anger in his face, a flash of it. "Have you learned nothing, lady? Nothing of me? Nothing of what I've taught?"

"What is my life measured against the lives of millions of others?" she asked.

His anger collapsed, leaving him shaken, wide-eyed.

"I do learn," she said. "Perhaps I have always known what you have tried to teach me."

"I can't let him kill you," the Ambassador said, reaching for her face and cupping it in long, warm hands. She could smell his tears on them, feel the stone of the ring, turned toward his palm, beneath one eye. "You, who have been my grace and my anchor. For you to die for my pride is more than sin. It would be evil."

"Surely the Alliance and the Empire and their relationship are more important," she said.

"Surely they are," he said. "But I can't... I just can't do it. Don't ask me to sacrifice you."

She sighed and tucked herself up against his chest, rubbing her cheek against his shirt. After a moment, he folded his arms around her and set his chin on her head. Beneath her his body still shook, tiny tremors undetectable to the eye.

"Oh, my-better," she said. "Did I not say this road would lead to a terrible end?"

"It's not over yet," he whispered against her hair, and amazingly, though he still trembled, she heard resolve in his voice. A calm settled over him. Could he? Somehow he had. He'd marshaled his strength back to himself, drawn himself clear of the brink. The Ambassador took a deep breath and said, "Not yet."
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So the new period of his testing began, and during it Lisinthir renewed his commitment to the alcohol that was conveniently delivered whenever he was quit with the previous bottle. He also became accustomed to the aftertaste of hekkret that lingered after he ate what few meals he allowed himself. That the rest of the court periodically attempted to poison him, he was certain; that the hekkret he smoked kept it from killing him, he had even fewer doubts. He found himself enjoying the acrid flavor, imagining it strengthening his veins against disaster, but did not trust it entirely. Not eating as much reduced his chances of dying untimely. And if in the mirror his ribs began to cast too deep a shadow, well, what did he need with mirrors anyway? It was a better end than sending an awkward request to his contacts for more of the food he was hoarding in his jackal chest. A diplomat he might be, as dragons counted them, but he could not imagine a delicate way to ask the Alliance for more food, "because the people here are trying to kill me with such regularity that it is required."

Third had gone missing lately, but Second remained and their conversations were unpredictable. Sometimes they went well for the Alliance; other times, Lisinthir wondered just what kind of leverage Second was planning to use against him. Too often he knew that the fault was his... that his nights were beginning to push him toward the edge.

The morning before his latest appointment with Second, Lisinthir abandoned his honey bar half-eaten to run for the water closet. With his hands clenching the edge of the toilet, he vomited until his stomach failed him and shudders wracked his body. For several minutes he leaned against the hard stone in a clammy sweat, struggling with the weakness that mastered his limbs. To lie here trembling invited a knife, and with effort he pushed himself back upright and leaned over to flush the waste.

Bright crimson blood caught his eye. Lisinthir touched his chest, his stomach with cold dread.

Poison from his food? Or poison from the smoking? Had they finally slipped enough into his meal to make a difference?

The nausea subsided. He ordered twice as many hekkret rolls, lit the first and ignored the low-level nausea it instilled. He reached for the decanter of brandy to dull the awareness of the stomachache.

It also masked the faint cravings he had decided to ignore.

Let them try to kill him. He forewent the rest of his breakfast and headed for Second's office, and his anger woke. If he was to die soon, there was one issue he had yet to raise that wanted raising.
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"No," Second said.

Lisinthir's eyes narrowed. "What do you mean, no?"

"No, I have no idea what you're talking about," Second replied. "If you wish to conceive of our occasional acquisition of your citizens as something as formal as a "slave trade," then that is your choice, but I know of no such thing."

"You must be kidding me," Lisinthir said, voice hardening. Second had balked at every topic he'd brought for discussion throughout the entire session as he'd worked toward the one he'd really wanted addressed. When he'd entered, he'd expected a resentful but amenable Chatcaavan, not this iron wall.

"Would I do that?" Second asked, brow ridges rising.

"You wouldn't have before," Lisinthir said. "What's changed, Second?"

"I can't think of what you might be referring to," Second said. He even smiled. "Perhaps you could ask the Slave Queen for an explanation. Or do you at last keep her too busy to talk?"

Lisinthir slammed the table back, pinning Second to the wall, and vaulted over it to grab the male's neck.

"You want to toy with me?" Lisinthir hissed into Second's ear as the male struggled violently to free himself from the space between wall and table's edge. Lisinthir grabbed the joint at the apex of his wing. "You dare to toy with me?"

"Let go of me," Second snarled, but Lisinthir could feel the worry and fear beating through the inside of his skin.

"I seem to remember being in this position before," Lisinthir said conversationally. He twisted just a little so that Second froze, pain and panic flashing through his mind. "Oh, yes. It was when you sent your unmarked servant to poison my breakfast. I compliment you on recognizing me as a threat so early... a pity you haven't succeeded in neutralizing me."

"If you kill me—"

"I would never do something as gauche as killing you," Lisinthir said. He loosed Second's throat and grabbed a horn. "But there are other ways of putting you in your place."

"You wouldn't dare. Your heart is too soft."

"You shouldn't believe everything Third tells you," Lisinthir whispered. "I may have a soft spot in my heart for some people, but you're not one of them."

They hung that way, Second tense but unmoving in his grasp.

"Are you going to do it?" Second asked, dread, anger, fear, respect.

Lisinthir let go. "No." He grinned without humor. "Not this time." He stood on the table, looking down at Second. "But you were about to tell me something about the slave trade."

"I wouldn't bother looking on our side," Second said after a moment. "The amount of people we steal ourselves is negligible compared to the amount of people your own citizens sell us."

A cold wave dashed over Lisinthir, but he didn't allow it even a heart-beat to cloud him. "And you, of course, will be able to give me a list of places and people."

Second vacillated. Lisinthir didn't have to touch him to see him wavering. The Eldritch put all his condescension into his voice and said, "Or are you so convinced you will be incapable of doing your own theft that you fear to turn in those who make it easy for you?"

"You'll get your list in the morning."

"Good," Lisinthir said. "Very good."
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When Second arrived before supper the Slave Queen presumed it was for a short session with oil and cloth. She began to rise from her knees to fetch the stool and tray...

And found herself bent nearly backwards, one clawed hand at her throat and the other trapping her wrists against the floor.

"YOU!" Second cried, pupils slit-thin with rage. "It's you, isn't it!"

"My-my-better!" the Slave Queen cried. "This one knows not what you mean!"

"YOU talk to him!" Second said. "You tell him how to win his way through our court. You help him to understand our ways. It is YOUR doing!"

"My-better!" the Slave Queen said, quaking. Second in a rage was beyond her experience. "This one has no control over the actions of an alien—"

"Do you deny that you talk to him, slave?"

"N-n-no!"

"That's why he's always here, isn't it? He's learning! All this time I wondered how he could possibly know the things he does. How he could understand that the tests are honor and not something to flee. How he could continue to bewitch the Exalted Emperor. It's YOU!" He kicked her side near her hips, stealing her breath from her, and she curled into as much of a ball as his hands would allow. "What do you tell him? Do you give him the keys to our country? Do you tell him about the secret heart of the Emperor? WORTHLESS SLAVE!"

"M-m-my-better, what would this one know of the secret heart of anything?" the Slave Queen cried. "She is but a thing, a play-toy, a non-person!"

Second roared and threw her across the floor. She skidded all the way to the wall. "DON'T PLAY ME FOR A FOOL!"

"Never!" the Slave Queen exclaimed. "Never, my-better, never, never, never—"

"SHUT UP! STOP TALKING!" he lunged for her and grabbed her by her hair. "Your mouth has got us to this trouble!" She felt him shoving her tail out of the way. "Third was right. You forget your place! You must be reminded!"

"My-better, please, this one knows nothing of value to any male, much less a fre—"

"SHUT UP!" he cried again and slammed into her. He grabbed her mouth and forced it closed with one hand, pressing it to the ground as she writhed. Even shocked and wrenched into an agonizing position, the Slave Queen could watch the proceedings as if floating outside herself. Second was not himself. Even in the uses he'd had of her in the past, he had never been violent. Careless of her as a creature, yes, but never so violent. She bled beneath him as he cursed her.

Eventually he spent his anger and pulled away from her. Too exhausted to move, the Slave Queen remained where he'd left her.

"You can be replaced," he said, staring down at her with hard eyes. "Never forget."

She whimpered, as much to please him as out of the surprise of her own pain. And it did please him, and he did leave... no doubt to bring evil to the Ambassador. And to her? Did he truly believe what he'd said? And worse, would he convince the Emperor, who had seemed so pacific in his daily visits?

And even so, she would not change a moment of the past months for aught. The Slave Queen crawled to a space beneath the window and waited for the aches to release her limbs. She would clean herself of the evidence. It would not do for Emperor or Ambassador to find her thus and ask. If trouble came from this, it would be because of Second's rage, not her carelessness.
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"This is a whip-tail," the Emperor whispered into his ear. A knobbed leather end trailed across his wet cheek and Lisinthir jerked away from it blindly. A hand captured his head and forced him still. "We have been playing very tamely until now, Beauty. I have traced designs on your body with my claws, but I have been gentle. This... this is not gentle."

Lisinthir said nothing, though he trembled. Of all the ways the Emperor had found to immobilize him, of the hooks suspended from the ceiling and arranged on the wall and the many ways he could be trapped on the floor, the rack was the worst. To be suspended by the weight of his limbs was nothing less than torture, and he hated how much of his strength deserted him without leverage.

"So, shall we begin?"

Useless to answer. If he spoke without permission, he would be gagged. Useless to anticipate. All he could do was bear each session, trusting each minute would lead him closer to the end.

The edge of the whip traced his lips, then vanished. Before he could fear where it had gone, a white pain flared across his back and he twisted away from it. The second time it came he heard the rip of skin and smelled blood, felt it spatter in hot droplets across his side.

Surely this too was bearable. Surely it was worse to be handled by hands that communicated all too clearly emotions of which he wanted no part. Surely he'd known worse pain. He gritted his teeth, growing more and more tense as his joints began to throb from the suspension. And at last, it ended.

Then came the hands, with their terrible hunger, cupping his jaw and forcing his mouth up to meet a licking kiss that smelled like blood and need. One finger hooked beneath the edge of the collar that throttled his breathing.

"I could keep you like this all night," the Emperor said.

"No." The word came out before he could stop it.

"Did I hear something from my pet, unasked?"

"I am not your pet," Lisinthir growled.

A hand trailed up his side, dragging blood with it. "You come meekly into my chamber and submit to whatever I please. This does not make you a male, Beauty. It makes you mine."

"I belong to myself," Lisinthir said. He would repeat it until he remembered it. Until he could look in the mirror at his drawn flesh and haunted eyes and know it again.

The Emperor laughed, a languid, treacherous laugh, and pulled Lisinthir's hair back around his shoulders until it could be held in both hands. "Say what you like, Beauty. I think I will keep you forever." He leaned forward until his breath warmed Lisinthir's ear. "You forever on your knees. You forever pleasing me. You forever serving me."

"Never," Lisinthir whispered.

"You forever here. Until the son you rescued takes my place."

"Never," Lisinthir said.

"You forever taking my lust into your mind until it becomes yours and we become one another and you learn my cruelty," the Emperor whispered. "Until you become one of us."

"NO!" Lisinthir shouted, and thrashed against the rack. The pain became so excruciating he couldn't think past it, but that was his aim and when something near his wrist snapped, leaving him hanging by something no longer able to support it, he went gladly toward unconsciousness.

But didn't quite meet it.

He felt someone release him. Heard a staccato of a command. Then a wind over his wet back.

"What did you do?"

"It was unplanned."

"They are more fragile than we are. If you wish to honor him, you might do it more carefully."

"It won't happen again."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes."

And then a competent but too firm grip probed his wrist and the hovering darkness that had threatened finally encompassed him and he fell.
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The Emperor woke her with his arrival, so late that morning encroached. He did so with a gentle hand against her throat, so gentle she drifted out of her dreams and almost disbelieved his presence until it didn't vanish with her groggy blinking. Then, as hastily as she could with her body still recovering from Second's unexpected assault, she began to roll onto her knees.

"No," he said, surprising her. "Stay there."

She stilled and looked up at him. He examined her, brushing her cheeks with his thumbs, an expression on his face almost without name. If she had been forced, she would have called it... concern.

And then his expression hardened. "Did I do this to you?"

"Master, no," the Slave Queen said, hushed. If he could see the discolorations on her by moonlight, then they had grown worse while she slept, worse than she'd anticipated while powdering them with concealing agents.

"Who did?" he asked.

"S-second," the Slave Queen said.

The Emperor frowned. "That is out of character for Second."

She said nothing. He stood and walked outside; from the distance, she heard a hushed conversation but not what it was about. Then he returned and shocked her by slipping his arms around her and lifting her from her nest. He brought her to the couch and set her on it, then stretched every part of her body, trailing fingers over it or testing it for pain.

Second arrived just as he'd finished his inspection. The Emperor turned from her and said, "I granted you her use, but this is not your wont. What troubles you?"

Second bowed. "Exalted, that worthless creature has been talking to the Ambassador."

"You have told me this already," the Emperor said.

"Pardon my insolence, Exalted, but I must correct you. I said the Ambassador speaks to her, not that she speaks to him. And she does. It is how he knows what he knows about us. She has been guiding him all along."

The Emperor twisted to face her. "Is this correct?"

She had been dreading this moment, wondering if obedience would direct her actions or if she would prefer the uncertain fate that awaited her if she refused to reply. That she answered did not surprise her, but it also disappointed. "Yes, Master."

Both of his brow ridges lifted. "Is that so."

"She is a traitor, Exalted," Second said. "You would do well to kill her now."

"Traitor is a strong title," the Emperor said. "We don't bestow it without evidence or cause. Just what has the Ambassador won that is so deleterious to the Empire that it merits re-titling the Slave Queen?"

Second stared at him, his blue eyes luminous in the moonlight. "Exalted, look at what her words have allowed him to do to you! He traps you every night. No wonder he doesn't act like any other Ambassador before... she has been lending him a Chatcaavan soul!"

"That presupposes that females have souls to lend," the Emperor said dryly.

"Nonetheless. He could not possibly have known how to answer you without her help."

"Is that true?" the Emperor asked her. "Without your aid would he be incapable of what he endures?"

"Master, he is...," she trailed off, looking for words. "He is what he is. I could not change him."

"Do you see that?" Second cried. "She speaks of herself as a person!"

"Are you a person?" the Emperor asked.

The Slave Queen ducked her head. "This one is yours, Master."

The Emperor laughed. "She covers herself well, doesn't she?"

"It's abomination," Second said. "See what this freak has done to the court, to you, to your own Slave Queen!" He took a deep breath. "When you came here, when you asked me to stay for you, Exalted, you tasked me with the assessment of threats to your being and to the Empire you represent. Hear me now: this creature is the worst thing to have come to us. Ever. Kill him now, Exalted. And kill her too, to stop the spread of this poison."

"One fragile little alien," the Emperor said, turning back to the Slave Queen and studying her with distant eyes. "Whose arm I can break simply by telling him he might become like us."

"He is not fragile," Second said. "He only looks fragile."

"Yes," the Emperor said.

"It would not take much," Second said. "You have only to make him bleed just a little more when you play with him. He would die beneath you, as he deserved."

"I know," the Emperor said. And because he faced her, she could see his grimace. "You have warned me, Second. I thank you."

"I live to serve you, Exalted. I believe in you."

Even she could hear the unspoken words that followed: Don't fail us. Don't fail me.

"You may go," the Emperor said.

Second left them, then. The Emperor sat on the cushion next to her and scratched her jaw near her ear. "So, you tell the Ambassador state secrets, is that it?"

She waited for him to go on, but he didn't. He stared at her as if expecting response. She said, "You-my-better... you address me-your-lesser, Master?"

"Yes, pet, I address you," he said with a tired laugh. "As apparently everyone else is beginning to. And dispense with the female pronouns. You don't use them with him, do you?"

"N-n-no, Master. They trouble him."

"I imagine they would. Now answer me. Do you tell him state secrets?"

"I do not even know what state secrets I would have," the Slave Queen said, beginning to shiver.

"Sssh," he said, placing a hand on her flat chest. "Stop that. I'm not going to strike you. Tell me what you've told him."

"I have told him... of our history. Of proper male behavior. Of you." She flushed. "I have told him how to guard against the hekkret. That Second fears him. And that he is not alone."

"And he's not, is he? Because you are here," he said. "That is why he comes to you each day. You steady him."

She swallowed. "Please, Master, do not punish him for seeking me. He does not know how wrong it is for him to use me for solace."

"Is that wrong?" the Emperor asked. "I use you for solace."

Stunned, the Slave Queen stared at him.

"Are you truly so surprised?" the Emperor asked. He shook his head. "You need not answer that. But you do need answer this: you have told him of me. Now you shall tell me of him."

The Slave Queen said softly, "He is male, Master. Just as you are."

"With all these weak feelings, he's still male?" the Emperor asked.

"He endures," the Slave Queen said. "He feels rage. His despair is so short-lived it rarely lasts. He wishes to best you in order to advance his people's aims."

"He is a rival, as Second says," the Emperor said.

"No," she replied, drawing the word out. "He does not live in the same world we do, Master. He believes that two such civilizations can co-exist. In his mind, striving for the good of his Alliance is not necessarily detrimental to the Empire. He imagines a world where both live alongside, in peace and prosperity."

"He is mad, as the Alliance Ambassadors before him have been," the Emperor said. "This universe has limited resources, and we compete for them. How is his vision possible?"

"I-I don't know," the Slave Queen said. "But he does not wish to see the Empire downtrodden."

"Would you miss him?" the Emperor said.

"M-master?"

"Would you miss him," the Emperor said. "If I killed him."

"Yes," she whispered.

"Do you enjoy pleasuring him?"

"Yes," she whispered. "But he does not allow it. It makes him feel ashamed."

"Ashamed because you are female and he prefers the tests of males?"

"Ashamed because he believes he forces on me acts that I do not desire," the Slave Queen said, lifting her eyes to the Emperor's and hoping he would not kill her for the words. "He would have me choose out of free will, and does not believe I can choose."

The Emperor laughed. "What a strange beast, the Ambassador. And yet, he has you enthralled, doesn't he?"

The Slave Queen trembled as he stroked her cheek. The answer came unbidden. "Yes, Master." She braced herself against the blow that never came. Instead, the Emperor licked the top of her forehead and said with a suddenly somber voice, "Me too, pet. Me too."
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He had no idea how long he'd been on the rack.

The Emperor behind him—

—before him—

—trembling limbs, trapped, bottling his screams—

—no longer able to hold in his spirit the alien desires and internal antipathies that each night seemed to build, further and harder, until he thought he would split in half—

The Emperor's next touch, heavy with lust, undid him. His body began to spasm, and he thought with disconnected relief that at last it was over. He would die, and there would be nothing more, no suffering, no pleasure, no shame—

The sharp snap of release freed his limbs, shaking too hard to control, to hold him up. He was caught in cradling arms that whispered suddenly of shock and concern. Silk sheets covered his sweat and blood-soaked body, harsh contrast to the cold floor. Then he was pulled into a warm embrace, held fast by legs, a tail and trailing wing-tips; fingertips lightly stroked his face, holding him fast as he shook, full of nothing but tender worry.

Sometime later, Lisinthir opened his eyes and found his head in the Emperor's lap. He focused blearily on the space where he'd been hung and found it devoid of leather and metal. Nothing pressed on his throat. Nothing gouged at his wrists. He was naked beneath the sheet.

"What... "

"It's enough," the Emperor said roughly. "We're done with it."

"No more bondage?" Lisinthir asked, voice husky.

"We're done with it."

Lisinthir stared at the empty space, knowing he should swallow the question that rose into that space, but failing. The Emperor had found a way to control him completely... to break him. And yet he had stopped. "Why?"

"Because I like you better sane, Beauty," the Emperor said, leaning down and licking his cheek with a slow and sensual lap. In that moment, so brief he almost missed it, Lisinthir felt an echo of something profound and gentle. Then, with the casual violence he remembered so fondly, the Emperor flipped him onto his back and assaulted him. Lisinthir fought him all the way. Somewhere through it, he remembered how to laugh.
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The click of claws on her landing woke the Slave Queen just before dawn. She drew herself upright warily, pushing the hair from around her eyes. This late her visitor could be anyone, though not the Ambassador whose booted footsteps made a distinct clack on the stone. Her brow furrowed as the sounds grew longer: not just one set of feet, but many.

When Third crested the landing the Slave Queen struggled to remain in place. His last visit, obviously meant to entrap the Ambassador, had lasted far too long and no one had punished him for it. She had reason to fear his arrival... until the Hand followed him into the suite, leading a parade of aliens. Wretched aliens, beaten and bowed and obviously abused. She thought there would be no end to them, but the last one struggled up the stairs and into the room. They totaled sixteen, more aliens in one place than she'd ever seen in all her revolutions. Seven were male and the rest female, and among them she recognized humans, the long-eared furred Aera, the heavy-muzzled Hinichi and one single peculiar creature, centauroid with wings and stripes and fur and feathers. The guards that had control of the chains linking their bound hands were impassive, but Third and the Hand were anything but.

"Have these collared and stripped for presentation this afternoon," Third said to her. "And clean up the evidence of their use."

One of the humans was in such pain she could barely stay upright. The Slave Queen looked at her with narrowed eyes, then said to Third, "You forget your place, using what belongs to the Emperor."

She expected the hand that knocked her head to one side and rode it with enough softness that it could have hurt worse.

"And you forget your place, you-my-lesser," Third said. "Do as I have commanded!"

"Yes, my-better," the Slave Queen said, licking blood from the inside of her mouth.

Third backed away from her, eyeing her, then headed down the stairs with his Hand in tow.

The preparation of new harem members had always been a duty of the Slave Queen, even when that female had been called the Queen Ransomed and the harem had been a more pleasant duty. Usually the Slave Queen had only one, or at most two new females to take down to the preparation rooms, no more than she could easily handle. But sixteen?

They were staring at her. Two of them had begun weeping. The last time she'd been in a similar situation, she'd needed Laniis's help to make herself understood... to understand.

Now... "I am the Slave Queen," she said in Universal. "I am to take you to the preparation rooms, where you will be fitted with collars. Your clothing will be taken from you and you will be outfitted with decorations suitable for the newest additions to the Imperial harem. It is best not to resist. The Empire prefers dead escapees to living slaves."

"This is outrageous!" one of the males said. "We are citizens of the Alliance. You can't just do this to us!"

"It has already been done," the Slave Queen said. "I am regretful, but at this stage resistance on your part would earn you only more pain."

"This is insane," one of the females whispered. "Do you mean to tell us that this is it? We're now slaves? Just like that?"

"Yes," the Slave Queen said.

"It's just like those stories," one of the humans said. "About colony ships disappearing and no one ever hearing from them again. This is what happens to them, isn't it?"

"I could not say," the Slave Queen said. "But it is possible."

A grim silence descended among the newest of the Empire's slaves. The Queen waited for the inevitable question.

"We have to have some recourse. The Empire and the Alliance are allies. Isn't there an embassy?"

"No," the Slave Queen said. "But you have an Ambassador."

"Can we speak with him?"

"No," she said. "Nor will I raise your hopes. He will do all in his power to aid you, but I cannot guess whether it will be enough."

"What good is he, then?" one of the Aera asked, long ears flattening against his skull.

"He is the best the Alliance has ever sent," the Slave Queen said. "If you long for freedom then pray for his success in your matter. For the duration, I advise you to follow me quietly and submit to what is asked of you."

"Yeah, we've seen what submission's done," one of the men growled.

In Chatcaavan, the Slave Queen said to the guards, "This one asks her betters to guide the new acquisitions in her wake."

The guards nodded.

The Preparation Room was a large chamber halfway down the tower. In it were males of great skill and artistry who fashioned collars and jewels to beautify the harem. Their scattered workbenches seemed harmless enough, but the narrow windows and the hooks hanging from the walls and ceilings gave the room a sinister air. Like the Surgeon, all the males who worked here were Outside.

"New gems!" the Master of the Preparation Room exclaimed when she entered.

"Yes," the Slave Queen said. "They are to be collared, stripped and outfitted with jewels. But do not clean them or bind their wounds. They are to be presented to the Emperor properly cowed."

"Very good," the master said. "Shall we accentuate their misery?"

Thinking of Third's smug smile, the Slave Queen said, "Yes. That will please greatly."

"It will be done," the master said and turned to the slaves.

"Where are you going?" one of them asked her as she turned to leave.

"To find your Ambassador," she said, and darted up the stairs. It was morning already.
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He was in fine humor, despite exhaustion; he'd spent the entire night fighting the Emperor fairly and it had pleased them both so greatly they hadn't wanted to end it. A hekkret roll and a cup of brandy had finished the night and he now had the hazy thought of falling asleep on the Slave Queen's lap... except when he reached the landing he found an empty suite. He checked the bathing chambers, the closet, the nests. He even walked back down one flight and consulted the guards in front of the harem and the females inside. The guards said nothing; the females had seen nothing. Perplexed and growing worried, Lisinthir returned to the chamber and sat to wait.

He had just begun to pace when she arrived, out-of breath and wearing such an expression he found himself snatched from his languid cheer.

"Third has returned," the Slave Queen said, and her tight voice pricked his sleeping anger, never far from the surface anymore.

"Lady?"

She went to both knees in front of him, her hands on his wrist and her wings dipped. The sharpness of her upset was like cold water over his back. "He has brought slaves from the Alliance, a gift to win back the Emperor's favor."

The rage roared awake, and Lisinthir stiffened. "When? How many? How did you find out?"

"Just a few hours ago... sixteen." She ducked her head. "I have some knowledge of what goes on in the harem. New slaves must be cleaned, fitted with collars and marked with the Empire's sign. Taking them to their preparation is one of my few duties."

"Sixteen citizens," Lisinthir said, trembling. "Third means them as more than a gift for the Emperor, I'm sure."

"He means to use them to force you into doing what he wishes, yes," the Slave Queen said.

"He can't seriously believe I'll allow this insult to pass me by."

"I don't know what he believes," the Slave Queen said. "Save that he intends to exploit your weakness somehow."

"Then I will have to give him no opportunity," Lisinthir said.

"What will you do?" the Slave Queen asked, hushed.

"That depends on how much time I have," Lisinthir said.

"He asked for them to be ready for an afternoon presentation," the Slave Queen said.

"And the Emperor does not know yet," he said.

"No." She tucked her head down, and through her skin felt a spike of defiance. "He asked him to have their abuse masked. I forgot to tell the Master of the Preparation Room this detail."

He stared down at her, torn between renewed fury at the knowledge that the prisoners had already been hurt and something glorious and painful in his heart at the sight of her. He gave into it and pulled her up off her knees into his arms, carrying her to the couch and kissing the top of her forehead. When he dropped to one knee beside the couch to look at her, the astonishment rounding her orange eyes made him laugh. A small laugh, maybe a grim one, but still a laugh.

"So Third's gift will arrive sullied, so that the Emperor may interpret this as insolence."

The Slave Queen ducked her head again. "I want him dead," she said, fierce and afraid.

"Too many mistakes like this and he will be," Lisinthir said, closing his eyes and leaning against the arm of the chair. He was tired, more tired than he knew was safe, and yet his mind raced.

The Slave Queen voiced his thoughts. "How will you save them? Sixteen... so many! And the court is now expecting what you did last time, even though it doesn't understand how you accomplished it. They will be watching you."

"Then I will have to try something different," Lisinthir said. When she opened her mouth, he touched his finger to its tip. "I'll know it when I know it, and not a moment before."

"Soon," the Slave Queen said. "Or they will have scars."

"If they don't already," Lisinthir said.
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The card inviting him to the presentation was on his desk when he returned to the suite. After a short nap, he bathed and dressed casually and ambled, the picture of nonchalance, down to the lawn indicated on the invitation. There was a pillow awaiting him, which he took. Beside him the Emperor projected idle curiosity through his skin where they touched.

Third approached with the Hand and stood in the middle of a circle of curious courtiers, whose slender heads turned to follow him.

"You asked for this occasion," the Emperor said. "What inspired you, Third?"

"My Emperor, I have a gift for your amusement."

"A gift, is it?" the Emperor said. "By all means, Third. Amuse us."

Third twisted toward the arch that served as symbolic entrance to the lawn and gestured.

On chains that glittered came sixteen individuals, already defeated by their first hours in the Empire. Watching them, Lisinthir sympathized. He too had felt battered by the Chatcaava within minutes of stepping onto foreign turf. His anger at their state he controlled so tightly he barely tasted it. To care too much too obviously would play into Third's hands.

Of the sixteen, seven were men, set off on a separate chain from the women. Lisinthir counted ten humans, two fox-like Aera, two wolfish Hinichi and a centauroid Glaseah. One of the humans met his eyes, and Lisinthir saw him curl his lip. He ignored it, too busy counting the bruises, cuts and injuries the people had sustained, not only left there by the Master of the Preparation Room but accentuated with powder and shadow. Each one he marked against Third, more and more until when he finally noted the ginger, bowlegged walk of one of the human women, his rage calmly crossed out Third's name in his mind and marked him for death.

"A magnificent gift!" one of the younger courtiers shouted. "I say our honored Emperor tries them now!" A thread of snakelike, hissing chuckles followed.

They did not notice Third's consternation at the state of his chain, nor could they feel the Emperor's slow burning anger at the affront already-abused slaves represented.

"Yes!" another cried. "Take the one with four legs first!"

Lisinthir sipped from his goblet and cultivated a facade of disinterest. Making the decision had freed him somehow. Third would die. It was just a question of how and when.

"Later," the Emperor said, and the court cheered because to show disappointment would have been dangerous. "I have heard many stories about the softness of humans in particular. We shall experiment."

"Does the gift please, Exalted?" Third asked.

"Truly you have out-done yourself," the Emperor said, and Third lifted his head with pride. "Have them sent to my chambers. I will begin my enjoyment of them immediately."

Lisinthir glanced at the Emperor, wondering if he truly expected the Eldritch to step back and allow him to kill the males and rape the females. The dark glitter in the Chatcaava's eyes was all the answer he needed. The end of the presentation did not come soon enough.

Once in his chambers, Lisinthir unlocked his jackal chest's removable bottom. He brought forth the pouch, fingers brushing the note that remained where he'd left it: "Against your future need." How appropriate, how far-sighted of his distant cousin to arm him. Lisinthir slipped each finger into the thin metal sheathes of the claw-knives, flexing his hands until the seals had tightened around his nails. A quick test with the tendon memory trained into the knives and his false claws sprung from his fingertips.

He stood in a lacuna in the center of the room, feeling the balance of his world shift. He had beaten the Emperor with his fists, kicked him, torn open shallow wounds with his blunt fingernails. He had thrust knees into tender areas, pinched wing joints and bitten off scales. But his hands and feet and mouth did not have the potential for devastating harm that the claw-knives gave him. To wear them into the Emperor's presence was more than a challenge. More than an escalation. It introduced death into the equation.

Lisinthir pulled on a pair of white gloves and went to attend the Exalted.
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"I can't believe that traitor is our ambassador!" one of the males said, grasping his hair as he walked the circumference of her room. Two of the slaves had been led away; the rest has been returned to her chambers where they had scattered around her receiving room in various postures of despair. "Did you see him up there? Arm in arm with that killer?"

"They were just sitting together," one of the other males said, drooping. The Slave Queen had brought him a blanket; of all the males, he had been the only one raped, probably because he had the misfortune to have a build thin enough to approximate the Ambassador's. She did not want to imagine what black fantasies Third had entertained during that attack.

"Just sitting. No man sits like that with another man."

"There's nothing wrong with men being lovers," one of the females said.

"No," the agitated male said. "There's something wrong with our one liaison to this rot-gripped hellhole sleeping with the devil in charge of it all."

"And you got all that just by looking at them," one of the females said.

"Isn't it obvious?"

Into the silence, the Slave Queen said, "You should not malign the Ambassador."

"Why shouldn't we? I didn't see him leaping with outrage at the sight of us being led around like cattle!"

"To leap with outrage in the court of the Chatcaavan Empire is to invite a swift and ugly death," the Slave Queen said. "You know nothing about my people and nothing about this world. In an hour you could be dead... or you could be free. And the only thing that will save you is the Ambassador's understanding of the Emperor. He has gone through more than you know to have the potential power to succor you."

"Potential power!" the male said with a huff. "What good is potential? If he were acting like a real ambassador, he'd have us on embassy grounds and on our way back to our colony right now!"

"There is no Alliance embassy, save the ground beneath the Ambassador's feet," the Slave Queen said, her voice growing sharper. "And there is no mercy here for slaves save that which the Ambassador wins with blood and sweat."

"It just looks strange," one of the females said timidly. "You have to understand it from our perspective."

"She doesn't have to," the male in the blanket said, tired. "She doesn't even have to talk to us. We should be grateful that she's trying to make us feel better."

"A blanket and an attempt to explain away why we're naked except for a few gems isn't something to be grateful for."

The male in the blanket ignored him and looked at her blearily. "You're a prisoner here, too, aren't you. You said in the beginning. You are the Slave Queen."

"Yes," she said.

"Why are you trying?" he asked.

"Because," the Slave Queen began and came to a halt. The eyes of the aliens rested on her now, all save the angry one who stared out the window as if jumping was preferable to enslavement. "Because I once knew a female," she said softly. "A Seersa. And I remember her fondly." She lifted her eyes to meet theirs. "The Ambassador sent her home."

"Then I hope to God he works a second miracle for us," said the angry male.
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"I had been waiting for you," the Emperor said. He reclined on a couch in the sitting room of his suite, two of the human women tied at his feet.

Lisinthir glanced at them. A rush of anger drove the blood to his cheeks. "Get them out of here."

"I thought you'd be pleased," the Emperor said, brow ridges lifting. He leaned toward one of the humans, traced her jaw line with a claw. Her uncertainty and fear was so strong it shook her small body. "They have a certain resemblance to your species... surely you've longed to see a familiar face?"

"Send them home," Lisinthir said.

"I beg your pardon?" the Emperor said, but he leaned back and rested his arms over the back of the couch, wings spread in lazy amusement.

"Don't toy with me," Lisinthir said. "You can rape me until I bleed, but you won't lay a finger on these captives, and you'll send them back immediately."

"Or what?"

Lisinthir smiled grimly. "Or I'll be forced to do something about it."

"I think you are suffering from delusions of power, Ambassador," the Chatcaavan said. He stroked one of the female's thighs with his tail's tip. "Just because I find your body pleasant doesn't give you any special rights or privileges."

"That's why I'm the Alliance Ambassador ad'Chatcaavan Empire as well as your whore," Lisinthir said, trembling with the force of the rage. He welcomed its rise with a fierce joy. "I am no simple female to meekly take you and beg for more. I am male. Do not toy with me!"

The Chatcaavan stood, spreading his wings. "The slaves are mine, and I will have my use of them. Speak all the strong words you want, Ambassador... you're still a wingless freak, and no true male at all!"

Lisinthir leaped for the Chatcaavan's throat, and his artificial claws parted the satin of his gloves. He held nothing back.
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Putting the restless and frightened slaves to sleep had taken most of the Slave Queen's soothing. She told them that no more of them would be sent for tonight, guessing that after supper the Ambassador would occupy the Emperor's attention, but who knew? The prospect of fresh playthings might pull his eyes away from the Ambassador and lead him here, to select more of them for his amusement. But she didn't want them milling around, disturbing her fragile peace... so she'd sent them to sleep and hoped she would not be proven wrong.

When she heard the swift click of claws on her stairs, she feared she had... until Second appeared on her landing. He lunged for her the moment he saw her and grabbed her by the throat.

"This is what it comes to," Second hissed. "Your meddling has put our Emperor in the clinic. If he dies because of the Ambassador's audacity—"

The Slave Queen squeaked and Second flung her to the ground. "Pray he lives," Second said. "If he dies, you will either have me to bow to, and I will kill you outright as the traitor you are—or Third... who will keep you alive for a very... very long time."

The thought petrified her, as did the news. The Emperor? In the clinic? What had the Ambassador done to him? When the Slave Queen looked up, Second was gone and several of the new slaves were gathered in a loose circle around her. Very loose, and very distant, but nonetheless.

"What—why—is that typical?" one of the females asked.

"No," the Slave Queen said. "Typical is to be raped as well as slapped." She rose to her feet. "Stay here. If you value your lives, you will go back to sleep and make as little trouble as possible."

They stared at her as she left, for all the wrong reasons. No doubt they were horrified by Second's treatment of her; even without understanding what Second had said, she imagined it had looked violent enough. They should have stared because she was leaving her tower. Her feet knew this before her mind acknowledged it... she was halfway to the tower's base before she understood and accepted that what she did would probably fail. But she had to go. She had to see them both.

At the base of the tower she walked toward the arched entrance with bowed head and determined gait. The guards stopped her, of course, crossing their spears in her path.

"You cannot leave the tower," one said.

"This one must," the Slave Queen replied. When they drew breath to deny her, she said, "This one's master is in the clinic. She must attend him-her-better. Her presence may benefit him-her-better. She must go." Again, a hesitation, and daring she added in a breathy voice, "This one begs you-her-betters to escort her, for she-your-lesser fears to walk alone."

And somehow... somehow they looked at one another and nodded and formed around her. They should have denied her. They should have sent her back up to her tower. Instead they guarded her all the way to the clinic, waiting until she'd walked beneath the arch and into the antechamber before returning to their posts. The expression on Triage was as shocked as her own.

Swallowing, the Slave Queen said, "This one begs you-her-better to allow her to minister to her master."

He squinted at her, then shrugged with a hand and opened the door. "Down that hall," he said, pointing. "The last room."

"This one thanks you-her-better!" the Slave Queen said and started down the hall. Then her feet quickened and she found herself running until she had to catch herself on the door's arch to keep from falling.

Inside the room, the Surgeon and the Emperor looked up at her.

"How curious," said the Surgeon.

"What are you doing here?" the Emperor asked.

She dropped to her knees and elbows at his feet. "This one had heard you were grievously injured!"

One foot settled on her back, between her wings. "Ah, pet. What an exaggeration. Who told you?"

"Second, Master. Second said the Ambassador had almost killed you."

"He had the order wrong," the Emperor said. "I almost killed him."

"No," the Surgeon said. "You may have bravado elsewhere, but not here. I did not pack your digestive organs back into your body so you could resume as if you needed no recuperation. Your organs need time to remember they are healthy... they have the memory of being sick still. That is how the gel-heal works."

"I understand," the Emperor said. "I have sustained worse injuries and lived."

"This escalation is worrisome," the Surgeon said.

"It won't happen again," the Emperor said. "Leave me with this female now."

The Surgeon eyed him, then left, closing the door behind him.

"Master, forgive me," the Slave Queen said, trembling. "I did not mean to offend you by leaving my tower."

"You haven't offended me, only perplexed me," the Emperor said. "I hope this is not to become a habit of yours."

"No, Master," the Slave Queen said.

His voice grew curious, and perhaps she'd spent too much time straining to hear the moods in the Ambassador's voice for she thought she heard something soft in it. "Did you truly come out of fear for me?"

"This one does not want you to die," the Slave Queen said, surprised to discover that it was true.

"After all I have done to you," he said.

"You have been... gentle with this one of late," the Slave Queen said. "She is grateful."

"And gratitude moves you to dangerous acts," the Emperor said. His foot stroked her back, very slowly. "Perhaps I should inspire less gratitude in you."

That did not seem to warrant a reply, so she closed her eyes and waited. The silence stretched. The question she wanted to ask she couldn't dare, but she desperately wanted to know...

"Come," the Emperor said, and she rose to uncertain feet and followed him down the hall and up another, to a large room full of tanks. Suspended in one of them in a translucent green substance was the Ambassador. The Slave Queen gasped and stumbled. Such wounds she'd never seen on a living thing, and she covered her mouth to keep from vomiting.

"He'll live too," the Emperor said. "We think."
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He floated—where, he knew not. Only that the world was cool and softly supportive, and that chill drew the heat from his flesh, leaving him numb and soothed.

The first time he truly woke to his surroundings, he realized he was floating in a gel tank, a technology he'd read about but never seen in use. He was breathing the stuff, without seeming trouble, and through the wall of the tank he could see the Surgeon moving through the clinic. A quick inventory of his body showed all his limbs still attached, and the gaping wounds that had finally dropped him at the Emperor's feet were now barely visible, pink and blue shadows on his flesh.

Lisinthir reflected that his vulnerability in the clinic, naked and unable to defend himself, should have made him nervous. But he didn't care. In his fevered dreams, he replayed the moment when he lacerated the Emperor's wings, or ripped open his chest.

He had acted on instinct. Alone with only the silent Surgeon for occasional company, the Eldritch hoped his instinct had been right.
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Her tower was full of aliens; upon arriving and scattering them with his mere presence, the Emperor said, "Tiresome. There are so many of them they make the suite look small."

He left a space for her to speak, so she tentatively filled it. "They interrupt my thoughts."

"And your thoughts are important, yes, pet?" he said with a laugh. Ignoring, or perhaps not even seeing her amazement, he said, "Look at them. All staring at me. I'm sure they think I'll eat them."

They were watching him, most of them unwilling to move. The angry male was asleep... of the ones awake, not a single one even whispered a word. They did not understand the Chatcaavan tongue, but they understood power and the mantle of it the Emperor wore as casually as a robe.

"You are the Exalted Emperor," the Slave Queen said softly. "They fear you, Master."

"As they should," he said, and sat on one of the benches. "Let's experiment, shall we?"

"Master?" the Slave Queen said, not believing the words. He had included her in the statement... but what Queen had ever been part of a test? On the giving side?

"Kneel here beside me. Look demure, as you do so well," he said.

She obeyed, folding herself down beside him and tucking her wings close to her back. She leaned her cheek on his knee, oh-so-lightly. When he did not thrust it away, she allowed the weight of her head to rest there, wondering what he planned.

The Emperor chose one of the waking slaves at random and stared at her. Without blinking, without moving. How familiar she was with that unnerving, incandescent regard, so inscrutable. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched the slave begin to fidget. Then to curl in on herself and finally to become immobile, held in place by terror.

He tried on a male then. And a different female. He tried directing his gaze at a sleeper, and the ones who witnessed began to fidget.

"It's all so predictable," the Emperor said at last. "They are nothing like him."

"No, Master," the Slave Queen said.

"They are distractions," he said.

She could not stop herself from saying, "They are Third's attempt to manipulate your favors."

The Emperor laughed. "Yes, they are. Now, be a good pet and use the comm to summon Second."

"Yes, Master," the Slave Queen said, and did as bidden. When she returned to her place at his feet, she angled her head so she could watch his face surreptitiously. He frowned, just the faintest of creases of his thorned brow; she could track the distance of his thoughts by the slowing of his breathing. How useful it would be to be Eldritch and to know exactly what went through his mind. Long after she had closed her eyes and let his breathing slow hers almost to sleep, Second's feet scratched at the stones as he walked slowly up the stairs.

"Exalted," Second said, voice round with relief. "I had not thought to find you on your feet."

"You thought a mere freak could take me down?" the Emperor asked with an arched brow.

"He had knives," Second said. "You did not come to supper and when I sought you all I found were red knives and blood everywhere. He brought weapons into your presence!"

"He's always had swords," the Emperor said.

"A sword is a slow and obvious weapon," Second said. "Those knives were the tools of an assassin."

"And to think he walks among us every day without fear," the Emperor said. "We have these same tools on our own fingers, Second."

Second took a step back, his head tilted and eyes shuttered. After a pause, he said, "Do you blame me for fearing for your life, Exalted?"

"No," the Emperor said, shaking back his mane and looking tired. "No, I don't. I just wish you had more faith in me. One wingless freak, even armed, isn't going to kill me. Dying Air, Second, the creature was already half-dead from poison and alcohol. The Surgeon nearly frothed at his condition. You think that could bring me down? It's ridiculous."

"There are more ways to harm someone than with a knife," Second said. "More deaths than by poison."

"I know," the Emperor said. "But rest easy tonight, Second. Your threat to the Empire and my life is currently in a gel tank. In the mean, you and I have other business."

"Of course, Exalted. What may I do to serve you?"

"These slaves," the Emperor said, waving a hand in them in half-shrug, half-gesture. "Send them back."

"Exalted?" Second asked, pupils dilating in shock.

"They clutter the harem," the Emperor said, "And they have nothing to teach me. Put them on the first neutral transport back to Alliance space."

"How am I to explain their state to the Alliance?" Second asked. "And their stories? What exactly do I say in response to the outrage their stories will raise?"

"I don't know," the Emperor said. "Work it into the bargaining you do with the Ambassador, if he lives. It should be useful."

"Since when has admission of wrong-doing been an effective bargaining tool?" Second asked, jaw gaping.

The Emperor caressed the Slave Queen's nearest horn. "I have done something unusual. Make it work in our favor. Tell them I've changed."

"Have you?" Second asked.

Slowly, the Emperor straightened and focused his gaze on Second.

"Giving away slaves... spending so much time in bed with a freak... even Third is right. The Slave Queen grows disobedient and ill-accustomed to proper use. What are we supposed to think, Exalted?"

"You're supposed to do your duty," the Emperor growled. "And that is what I expect of you now. I have given you orders. Execute them."

"Yes, Exalted," Second said hoarsely, and bowed. He walked down the stairs far enough to fetch the guards on the first landing, then returned with them. "Round up the slaves and follow me," Second said.

The chaos and fear that ensued made the Slave Queen cringe against the Emperor's leg. When the slaves became too loud and began to resist, she said, "You're going home!"

That spread a stillness among them and inspired a far-too-fascinated look from the Emperor. "Just go with him quietly," the Slave Queen said. "The Ambassador bought your freedom with his blood and he hangs now near-dead in a healing tank. Do not give the Emperor reason to change his mind. Go."

Their orderly conduct caused Second to glare at her with fierce disapproval. She did not meet his eyes, but kept her head dipped as expected of a properly subdued female. But she watched the bare feet of the Alliance slaves process past her and her heart fluttered. The Emperor had let them go! Why?

Was Second right?

She shivered. And if the Emperor used her that night with a casual lack of violence, she could believe he was distracted. Surely that was all.
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The Emperor came after he'd been drawn from the gel-bath... and had his first relapse. The wounds had left thin gray slashes across the Chatcaavan's bare chest, similar to the ones the gel healing had left on Lisinthir's body. Hesitant, the Eldritch lifted his head to gauge the mood of the male upon whose whim he lived.

Found eyes intent and hungry trained on his, so intent he shivered with longing himself.

The Emperor bent toward him, and a cool tongue touched his ear, lapped to his chin, up to his lips. The Eldritch licked back, let the other male taste and touch him, shuddered in his embrace.

"I let them go," the dragon hissed in his ear, his breath warm and damp.

"All of them? The men and the women?" Lisinthir asked.

"All of them." Lightly the hands danced from his groin to his throat. "You almost... almost gave me unsightly scars on my wings." The hands grabbed his shoulders, claw-tips sinking into white flesh. "I would kill a Chatcaavan for such insolence."

"I dare you to kill me," Lisinthir said, lips pulling back from his teeth. "I will take you with me."

"Brave words for someone who almost died at my feet," the Emperor said.

"But I didn't," Lisinthir hissed.

"You can't hurt me without your toys," the Emperor said. "You are nothing without them."

"But how many toys do I have?" Lisinthir asked. "Will you be able to find them all before I use them? I have many more such surprises, all of them different."

"I am not impressed by surprises," the Emperor said, his mouth almost on Lisinthir's.

The Ambassador smiled. "But it will take only one to kill you."

Between them rose a silence filled only with the heat of the air as they breathed into one another's mouths.

Then the Emperor pulled back. "You talk too much," he said with a lazy, fang-filled grin, turned and walked to the door.

"How do I know you're telling the truth about the captives?" Lisinthir said, pushing himself onto his elbows.

"I do not need them. They have served their use to me, so what more would I want them for?"

"Use? You were not to use them!"

The Emperor grinned again. "Ah, but I did. I used them to find out that Third was right to bring them. That you are still soft in the heart for females and wingless freaks. And now... now I have something new to test you with. Speed your recovery, Ambassador. I don't like to be kept waiting."

Frustrated, Lisinthir dropped back to the bed and covered his eyes. His elation at the release of the slaves was short-lived, for as he curled onto his side he knew the Emperor was not the only one who eagerly awaited their reunion, and the resumption of the tests. But there was something between him and those pleasures, a task to complete first. And as much as he wanted the tests, he wanted this thing more. So much more that he could taste the yearning, feel it in his body like unanswered desire.
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Conversations in the harem were too low to be heard through the high windows the two floors shared, but extraordinary noise always carried... which is how the Slave Queen heard Third's arrival downstairs. By the screams.

That she must have run to the harem was obvious, for she found herself in it. Why she had done so escaped her. Particularly when she found Third and his Hand scattering the harem females with their drunken lurching.

"You are not supposed to be here," she said.

These were not her words. This was not her role. But Third and Hand turned to her with narrowed eyes and bared fangs, so she must have spoken.

"We have come for entertainment," Third said. "And we will have it."

"You have not been given permission," the Slave Queen said. "To take your pleasure here would be a transgression against the wishes of the Exalted Emperor. Leave, before you work against his purpose."

The harem had grown silent at her words. Luminous, astonished eyes had locked on her and she felt naked, framed too obviously by the entrance arch.

"You will do fine," Third said and started for her.

The Hand grabbed his arm. "If you touch her, the Emperor will kill you," he said.

"Does it matter?" Third said. "The Emperor has stopped paying attention to anything that's not the wingless freak. And he's not even here. She'll be healed before he is released."

"No," the Hand said. "Choose one of the lesser females."

"If the Slave Queen is good enough for the freak, she's good enough for me," Third said. "Or should I stand by while he returns to his dallying with her? Him, a worthless alien, while I, a true drake, am left with empty hands?"

He was alive? The Slave Queen's heart stumbled. They had managed to save him?

"One of the lesser females," the Hand said again.

"You have not been permitted," the Slave Queen said. "Will you spend yourself here in full view?"

"The testimony of females!" Third said and spit. "Worthless!"

The Slave Queen took one step backward, just far enough so that she could see the impassive guards on either side of the arch. "And these males? Their testimony is also worthless?"

"Enough," the Hand said.

"I raped you without being slapped down for it not long ago," Third hissed.

"I was alone," the Slave Queen said. "The guards did not hear you. There were no other females to see it."

"Your precious Ambassador was witness," Third said. "Why didn't he bring that tale to his master?"

"Because he answered you himself," the Slave Queen said, and as she said it realized it was sooth. "As males should, when they protect their own."

"Oh, the richness," Third said. "So now you are the freak's property. Well, let me explain something to you, female... a real male's answer would have been to kill me. Something the Ambassador won't ever do. And something the Emperor doesn't seem willing to do either. Trust me when I say the court is paying attention to these lapses. Weak males die."

"Go," the Slave Queen said. "You do not belong here."

The Hand tugged on Third's arm. When Third snarled at him, the Hand said, "Surely we deserve better than females who serve such weak-willed males."

Third straightened, hands curling and uncurling into fists. He pointed at the Slave Queen. "You will be the first I kill, one day. And it will take a very long time."

She stepped aside so he could leave, which he did, hissing at her as he passed. The Hand followed, his face closed.

The females of the harem did not stop staring at her. She began to burn beneath their regard. They did not have to speak; she knew what she'd done was insane, out of reach, indecent. And yet she saw no censure. Only fear. When the weight of their eyes threatened to undo her, the baby squalled. In the ensuing chaos, she escaped to her tower room and hid in one of the center nests, curling deep amid the pillows.

What was she becoming?

What did it matter?

The Ambassador was alive.
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"How long do I have to stay here?" Lisinthir asked, prowling from one end of the room to the other.

"Until you stop having relapses," the Surgeon said. "Sit down, before you fall."

"I'm not going to fall," Lisinthir said, though his legs trembled.

"You should be glad you're even on your feet," the Surgeon said. "Gel-healing works far better on us than on you soft-skinned."

"I'm tired of having fevers," Lisinthir said.

"And I'm tired of you having them. And the seizures as well," the Surgeon said. "Sit!"

Lisinthir sat, bracing himself on the edges of the table as he leaned forward. This was the first day he'd been able to get out of bed; the Surgeon had warned him between deliriums that gel-healing often caused a conflict between the body's memory of injury and its healed state. He had shrugged it off until the first bright pain had seized his joints and run away with them, plunging him into darkness and fever. Fighting his way out of those states gave him a new appreciation of his body's injury response; when it triggered in a healthy body, it created appalling results. The episodes had waned in frequency and strength, but still he found himself struggling past the occasional relapse, surprised by their intensity.

"Now," the Surgeon said. "As long as you're not moving and not seizing, you can answer some questions."

"Like?" Lisinthir asked.

"You can explain to me how you managed to become addicted to hekkret," the Surgeon said.

"By smoking it," Lisinthir said. He could call his humor foul and understate the matter. He felt vulnerable and anxious locked in the clinic.

"You did understand that hekkret is a poison for people of your body chemistry?" the Surgeon asked.

"Yesssss," Lisinthir said, drawing the word out. "But it was thought I could build an immune response with micro-doses."

"And you have," the Surgeon said. "Congratulations. Now you have a physiological addiction."

"At least I'm alive," Lisinthir said.

"And how long have you been vomiting blood?"

He shrugged. He'd lost track of the days. "I don't know. A while? It's not frequent."

"Even once is too much," the Surgeon said. "I'm astonished you haven't died."

"Me too," Lisinthir said and rubbed the back of his neck. "And the longer I stay here, the more likely it is someone will kill me. Forgive me, Surgeon, but I don't want to become someone's easy target."

"You are safer here than you are anywhere else," the Surgeon said. "Particularly with the Emperor touring the naval yards. The clinic is Outside because it is my establishment. No one is allowed to harm you here."

"I'm tired of being here," Lisinthir said. "Gel-healing put the Emperor back on his feet in a matter of hours."

"The Emperor was not as sorely injured as you were," the Surgeon said. "Nor was he malnourished and toxic. You will stay until I release you."

"When?" Lisinthir asked, hating the plaintive quality in his voice.

The Surgeon hesitated, then shrugged. "Half a week, perhaps. When the Emperor returns."

Something in his expression prompted Lisinthir to ask, "But I'll be better before then."

The Surgeon waved a hand.

"Why are you protecting me?" Lisinthir asked, bewildered. "You're Outside and I'm a freak."

"Because when he returns the Emperor would be better pleased to find you on your feet rather than dead at someone's hand."

"I'm not planning on dying that easily," Lisinthir said.

"I thought not," the Surgeon said, then drew a roll out of his pocket and handed it over. "Here."

"You want me to smoke this?" Lisinthir asked, startled.

"Didn't I say you were addicted?" the Surgeon asked. "I am not interested in weaning you. But you will take them exactly as often as I prescribe in order to maintain your immunity, and not a single roll more. And I caution you that this immunity is limited. If you receive a large enough dose of the hekkret, nothing will save you. Is that clear?"

"Yes," Lisinthir said and laughed. "Now pass me a flame."

[image: ***]

The days that followed had hours. The Slave Queen could count them, so slow did they pass, and the novelty of being aware of time wore off quickly. The Emperor was gone—the Ambassador in the clinic. And she had the feeling that the tacit invitation extended to her by the women of the harem on the birth of the Mother's baby had been rescinded. A female who worked for the good of other females through her cunning and wiles was one matter. A female who showed, however briefly, the power and resolve of a male... that was something else entirely.

With nothing to fill her hours, she attempted to resume her habit of staring out the window, only to find that neither sea nor sky could comfort her now. She wondered how long it would take for the Ambassador to convalesce... or had he suddenly died of some complication unforeseen by a Surgeon more accustomed to Chatcaavan bodies than alien ones? And the Emperor... when would he return, and why did she think of him at all?

Had she been wise, she would have called herself truly lost. To be a Slave Queen while entertaining emotions, thoughts, wishes, desires... it begged tragedy. And yet she could not set any of it aside. It was too late. Somewhere in the past weeks, her secret heart had decided she was a person.

That night, she curled up on her nest in the shape of an Eldritch, just so she could mourn with proper tears. Even so, she barely wept. Just a sniffle or two, a sound she found ridiculous and an act that made her nose tight and head ache. After a time, she closed her eyes, her hands stroking her fragile, translucent skin over ribs more solid than her own.

The following morning she shifted back to herself and returned to the window. She knew then why she'd been unable to calm herself long enough to watch... she had forgotten the loveliness of dawn. Had missed the sullen darkness of the sky clearing at the horizon's edge until there was room for color. Had yearned to see the rose flush, a hue that seemed so impossibly weak to rise with such triumph through lifting clouds. When the sun broke entirely from entrapment she lost a breath to its magnificence. After that, the pale and dazzling rays entranced her, so much so that she had no warning to prepare herself for the long hands that smoothed over her shoulders. A narrow cheek, shielded with hair as heavy and warm as satin, pressed against the side of her head. She closed her eyes and trembled and wondered if she dreamed, but when the hands moved down to her waist to steady her against the windowsill, her heart soared and she twisted around, clumsily swiveling her wings out of the way so she could see him, and he was real and alive and breathing and she shook with happiness.

"Oh, Master!" she exclaimed.

"Do you have to call me that?" the Ambassador asked, but he was smiling.

"I can think of no other title to honor you with," she said. Her hands had found bare chest, for he stood before her dressed as a Chatcaavan male, in a long dusk-blue robe and loose black trousers that fell to the floor. She pressed her head against his chest and felt the flex of hard muscle, heard the music of his pulsing heart. "Oh, you live. You live."

"Yes," he said, holding her against him. He laughed. "Did you miss me so much?"

"Yes," she said and did not mind that it was true. "I feared you dead." She swallowed. "When I heard what you'd done... I thought you had died. But the Emperor spared you."

"Yes," the Ambassador said, fingers curling against the base of her neck. "I think he did." His voice warmed, though she couldn't see his face. "I missed you as well. And for any grief I may have caused you, I am sorry."

She laughed, a breathy, halting sound. "You still apologize for strange things, Master." She pulled her head back so she could look up at him and found his eyes somber. Her shoulders fell.

"You forget," he said, touching the edge of her mouth. "You are skin to skin with me."

"I do not regret anything," the Slave Queen said. "And you were only part of the grief. I brought these things on myself." She took a long breath, then said, "I drove Third away from the harem. And I left the Tower to see the Emperor in the clinic. I am... I am not what I was. But your stories could only suggest, Master. Only I could have affected the change in me."

"The change," he said, cupping her head in his hands. Even though he seemed to ask, his eyes knew the answer.

"I am me," the Slave Queen said simply. "A person. Like you."

"Oh, Beauty," he said and laughed, pulling her toward him, leaning his forehead on hers. "Oh, Beauty. How proud you make me."

She flushed and closed her eyes. She was Chatcaavan in shape and yet her ribcage twitched and her lashes fluttered, and some part of her remembered how to weep and wanted to. But she felt no grief, only transcendent joy, joy that made sense of the white light of the morning and the warmth of his skin and the tenderness of his hands on her. "This is why," she whispered. "Isn't it? This is why people become people. For this."

"Yes," he said.

Content, she rested in his arms, and thought between the heat of his embrace and the brilliance of the light that she would melt.

"I wish I could stay," he said.

"Is your business so pressing?" the Slave Queen asked, reluctantly freeing herself from his grasp. His hands dropped down to her arms, cradling her elbows. "It will be morning a little while yet, and the Emperor will not be back before supper. You could tell me stories."

He grinned, but she sensed a dark in it that dimmed the shimmering of the sun. "Soon, Beauty. But not today."

The third use of the word pricked her curiosity; she asked to assuage it and to keep him near just a little longer. "Where did you learn that?"

"Beauty?"

"The word," the Slave Queen said. "'Beauty.'"

"Oh! I hope it's not an offensive thing," he said. His smile grew sardonic. "The Emperor uses it on me."

"He does?" the Slave Queen asked, amazed.

"Lady?"

"It is an old and strange word," she said. "From religious texts. In the first days, in the beginning of everything, the Living Air held all the things to come in its invisible, ineffable body. Those things existed in a state of Perfection—holy, pure, and consistent. All things that exist were said to be memories of those Perfections made manifest... imperfect themselves, copies that aspired to their origin. A thing that is close to that Perfect version of itself has Beauty."

Rarely had she seen the Ambassador speechless. She set her head back against his chest and said, "We do not have many sacred words anymore."

Slowly his hand lifted and cupped the back of her head. Then he rested his cheek between her horns and said softly, "I shall still call you Beauty."

She had thought there no more room in her heart for joy, but she was wrong.
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The trip back to his chambers took longer than usual, but not for the reasons Lisinthir expected. He walked in a gentle dream and he had no desire to part with it. To have the Slave Queen in his arms filled with such radiant bliss... to know that he had helped her meet it...

If he died tonight, as he knew he might, it would have been worth it. To free two sets of slaves from the Empire and transform its Slave Queen into a person... he would endure all that he'd endured, twice again. Suffer beneath whip and violent attention again. Just to have accomplished this much.

The state of his chambers collapsed that mood as abruptly as the swing of the door that revealed the mess. His jackal chest had been broken open, all the way down to the empty trick floor. The contents of the chest had been scattered all over his rooms. His papers and notes, all shredded or in wet tatters—so it had rained while he'd been in the clinic—his mailbox tumbled and split in half. In the middle of this wanton destruction, one single untouched spot: on his side-table, his claw-knives had been cleaned and arranged on top of a note that read: /By my hand I put these here./

The note needed no signature.

Grim, Lisinthir looked for his swords and did not find them. He'd left them in easy view on top of the desk. The rest of his armament he'd hidden... and that cache, he found with relief, had not been ransacked. He still had a few knives to his name. Clothing, however... all that had remained that he'd brought with him had been destroyed. He looked himself in the mirror and supposed the robe and trousers would be sufficient to hide the throwing knives.

It was while evaluating the sleeves that he realized his amulet was gone; his ring remained but not the pendant. His hand stole to the naked spot between his collarbones, but he couldn't remember if he'd lost it during his fight with the Emperor or if it had been removed. Perhaps it had spent itself in keeping him alive during that encounter and dissipated back into some spiritual ether, where Perfection awaited.

All that remained now was the proper time. Lisinthir sat in his study chair, which now creaked, and propped his feet up on the table. As the sun drifted down behind the clouds, he lit a roll and smoked it, and enjoyed a glass of brandy. He took his time. Then stood and walked deliberately out the door, closing it behind him. He wondered what kind of censure he would earn with the action he was about to undertake. He wondered if he would survive it.

His reappearance at supper, insolently late, inspired a hush throughout the entire court. Even the servants stopped moving as he walked with confident grace to stand in front of the Emperor's table. He stopped across from Third.

"You," he said. "Come off the pillow that you do not deserve."

Third glanced at Second and his Hand, then smiled at Lisinthir. "Well, if it isn't the wingless freak."

"I was born to a race without wings," Lisinthir said. "But you were born to one with them, and you are more a wingless freak than I am."

Third bristled. "Are you insulting me, freak?"

"I'm challenging you, idiot," Lisinthir hissed. "You stole slaves from my people and brought them here as chattel. You marked them as yours, when they belonged to themselves. You did it to provoke me." He grinned without humor and said, "Well then, I am provoked. Come down here and fight me."

Third chortled. "Surely you jest, freak."

"I don't think he is," the Emperor said casually.

Third glanced at him, taken aback. "Exalted?"

"The "wingless freak" wants to fight you," the Emperor said. "He's challenged your maleness. Surely it won't take you long to dispatch him and then we can continue with our meal."

"But to fight with a non-male—I would not taint my honor that way!"

"Coward," Lisinthir said. "I give you ten beats of my heart to jump over that table and join me, or I will come over it myself and slit your sorry throat."

Third hesitated, and Lisinthir counted, and on the tenth beat he launched, tackling the Chatcaavan and pinning him to the ground. He expected the foot that thrust him back and dragged Third after him by the throat. They smashed through the table, scattering its dishes, and onto the grass in the center of the lawn.

Third scrabbled to his feet, panting, and stared at him. "Are you mad, freak? I am Chatcaavan!"

"How many times am I going to have to say this?" Lisinthir replied, crouching across from him. "I am the Alliance. You have offended me. You will answer to me."

The Chatcaavan snorted. "And you will die." He lunged for Lisinthir, claws outstretched.

Lisinthir put a knife through his throat.

The entire court leaped to its feet as Third gurgled and slid downward, grabbing at his neck. As the Chatcaava wheezed for air, Lisinthir calmly stretched his claw-knives and ripped open Third's wings from body to tip. A horrified sigh ran through the onlookers, one that waned to silence as Lisinthir began breaking off the horns. It took more effort than he'd thought from watching the Emperor and he had to reposition his hand several times to get the leverage, but he did so calmly, without haste. As Third gasped through the blood bubbles around his mouth, Lisinthir denuded his head completely. By the last crack, Third was dead.

Lisinthir tossed aside the horn, picked up the bloody knife and searched the lower tables until he found who he sought. He walked to that table, stared Third's Hand in the eye, and said, "I challenge you for having the poor taste to serve a foul master, and serve him with pleasure."

Third's Hand leaped off the pillow and dove for him, but Lisinthir already had his knife ready. It thunked into the Hand's thigh, cutting him down before he could reach the Eldritch. Lisinthir leaped for him and caught him by the horns and gave him metal claws against his neck.

He did not even bother to humiliate this body, but left it bleeding to death.

Presenting himself to the Emperor, Lisinthir said with a trace of a growl, "My honor is satisfied."

"Very good," the Emperor said. "Rejoin us."

Lisinthir took the pillow between Second and the Emperor. There was no table left, so the Emperor fed him off a dish on his scaled lap. Into his ear, the male whispered, "Soon the tests."

"When?" Lisinthir asked, high on adrenaline and hunger. Let the mood last long enough to get him through the night. Let the morning be soon enough for cold examination.

"Tomorrow, Beauty. Tonight, you will bring that ferocity to me in my bed."

Lisinthir bit the Emperor's fingertip and said, "Always."
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The Slave Queen woke when clawed fingers curled around her jaw and lifted her head for her. She blinked open eyes heavy with contented dreams and found the Emperor across from her, invisible in the dark except for his glowing eyes and the light they somehow gathered from the remote corners of the room.

"Go bathe yourself," he said. "It is time."

Puzzled and still bleary from sleep, the Slave Queen rose and obeyed, keeping her ablutions short. Why was he here? And what did he mean?

When she presented herself to him, folding herself onto her knees, he had found and spread out a selection of jewels. Orange amber ones, to match her eyes and collar, with opals and tarnished silver settings that seemed to keep the secret of their brilliance to themselves. When he took her by one of her horns, she expected him to use her... but instead he hooked one of the horn dangles on. He did the other side as well. As she remained carefully unmoving, he decorated her from horn to tail-tip, threading chains through the perforations in her wings and adding a single bell to the back of her navel chain.

He stepped back and assessed her. "Rise."

She stood and he walked around her, occasionally lifting a wing out of the way or stopping to adjust something. At last he stepped back and said, "Excellent. Your body is prepared." With a grin, he said, "Now you may ask the question."

"Master? For what?" she said.

"For the new test of the Ambassador. Ah!" He lifted a clawed finger, one barely visible in the dark. "You will not hate this duty, I think. Your only task is to serve us both together."

She bowed her head and closed her eyes. "I do not wish to hurt him."

"Ah, but I'm not sure it will. Not after what he did tonight." The Emperor chuckled, low and deep, and tapped the end of her nose. "That is the reason for the test. All you are to do is to wait for him. He'll come when he wakes. Do whatever it is you normally do, and I will arrive not long after. Through the window, regretfully, but there's no better way for my purposes."

"Yes, Master," the Slave Queen said.

"Good. Now back to sleep with you," the Emperor said, and turned from her to head back down the stairs... save that the way was blocked.

"You're up late," the Emperor said to Second.

"I was looking for you," Second said. "I've been looking for you since supper ended."

"And you have found me," the Emperor said. "What do you need?"

Unlike the Emperor, Second stood within range of the stairwell's otherwise-hidden torches. Red light pulled his side out of shadow. "I will not speak with her here."

"Then you won't speak," the Emperor said, and moved as if to brush past him.

Second bristled. "You let him kill Third!"

Her breath left her. Did he mean what she thought he meant?

The Emperor had halted. "Let him? Since when has the Emperor "let" there be duels?"

"Wingless freaks don't honor-kill. Wingless freaks murder." Second lifted his fists, which shook. "He used weapons, Exalted!"

"Of course he did," the Emperor said with contempt. "He's Alliance. Third should have expected it."

"You approve of this?" Second asked, eyes round. "How can you possibly approve of this?"

"And you, Second? You should be the last one complaining. You should have seen this end when you poisoned him. You attempted to kill him and now you plead surprise when he retaliates?"

"He's a wingless freak!" Second said, shocked. "They don't have rights here, Exalted! They are slaves and aliens, not people! Or have you forgotten?"

"Of course not," the Emperor said. "The more pressing question in my mind is whether you and Third and everyone else have forgotten you are Chatcaavan. You have been trying to dispose of the Ambassador almost since his arrival and failed. Third has tried the most clumsy ploys possible to ingratiate himself with me by irritating him, and then somehow allowed himself to die the most humiliating death possible at the hands of someone who has to wear weapons to kill. And the court watches with cowardice as an alien takes the second pillow." The Emperor bared his teeth, glinting in the low light. "Tell me, Second... is the problem with the wingless freak? Or is it with you?"

"What are we supposed to do?" Second asked. "You are our example, but you are barely visible anymore."

The Emperor's eyes narrowed. "If you have all become such a pack of children that you need me to remind you how to act like males, then you should watch your steps. When I decide to dispose of people, I don't fail."

"Exalted!"

"Go before me," the Emperor said. "Tonight I watch my own back."

Second's pupils had contracted to slits. He closed his eyes and shook his head as if denying everything in it, then turned, grasping for the banister to keep from falling. One slow step at a time, he walked down the stairs... and on his heels, like the predator he was, the Emperor followed.

Leaving her alone with her astonishment, holding herself while the amber drops off her wings trembled. How could so much have changed?
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Lisinthir woke to an immediate disorientation. The light in the room had been confined to narrow slits that fell on a diagonal he didn't recognize. The smell of the room, heavy with hekkret, candle wax and musk, was completely wrong. And the bed was too large.

The physical reality of waking up in someone else's bed didn't begin to touch the emotional reality of having killed someone. Without remorse. Without hesitation. And now, in the morning, without regret. He rolled onto his side, gathering the rumpled blankets to his body and closing his eyes, imagining what the diplomatic corps would say when he returned and listed the many things he'd done. "Why yes," he'd say. "I freed twenty slaves personally from the Emperor's harem, found you a list of pirates selling people to the Empire, lowered the import taxes and even managed to get the border moved. I've also slept with the Emperor, killed one of his officials and become a drug addict."

He waited for the shame he should have felt at the litany... and felt none. He would do it all again. And acknowledging that, at last, he began to shake.

"Go to the Empire with my name," the Queen had said. "It may protect you better than your father's." And so he'd had himself announced, Lisinthir Nase Galare. Galare, the royal House of the Eldritch and his mother's family, distant from the throne but close enough. But his father had been right. He was more Imthereli than ever Galare. More drake, treacherous and cold, than pure unicorn.

His attempt at self-flagellation didn't work. He couldn't feel the shame. He was too distant from the Alliance, from home, from the life he'd led before. With more calm than he thought appropriate, Lisinthir rose from the Emperor's bed and dressed in last night's robes. He took a hekkret roll with him and headed for the Slave Queen's tower, since he could think of no reason to return to his own quarters.

It was a long walk. He took it slowly and appreciated anew the mosaics on the wall and the discipline of the guards, whom he'd never known to speak or even move outside their patrol patterns. When he arrived, dawn had pushed some of the clouds aside and found strength for a wan illumination, one that made the Slave Queen's state of dress a subtle thing. He wondered if it should bother him that he found the jewelry beautiful.

She took a step toward him, then stopped and clasped her hands together.

"You are alive," she said at last, her throat round with a reverence that nauseated him far more than the hekkret. "Somehow."

"And you expected otherwise?" he asked her gently.

"Yes!" She tucked her hands beneath her arms and ducked her head. "You... you killed Third!"

"Third earned that death," Lisinthir said. "No one else seemed willing to serve it to him, so I did."

She eyed him. "It is more than that."

"Maybe," he said. Then relented and said, "No, you're right. He had offended me. I wanted him dead at my hands, not anyone else's."

She took his hands, touching him with her respect and something darker, and drew him to the couch. He let her arrange him there and offer him a glass of tea-wine and a lit roll. The Surgeon would probably not approve; luckily the Surgeon was not here.

The Slave Queen kneeled beside him, and now the darkness in her gaze became worry. "Everything is changing now," she said. "And I fear for you. If you can challenge Third, then others can challenge you."

"Let them," Lisinthir said, closing his eyes and blowing a plume of smoke toward the distant ceiling.

Her cool hand on his ribcage made him look at her. "Master," she said, tense, "There is nothing to stop them from doing so at the same time."

That thought gave him pause, but only a little. He wondered how many duels he could win before he lost his edge and made a mistake.

He should have felt fear, and didn't. "That's the only way they'll manage to take me down."

"Master!" the Slave Queen exclaimed, and the depth of her sudden anguish jerked him out of his reverie. "Please. The thought of you dead is intolerable. I don't care how far away you are, but I can't bear the thought of you dead."

"Dear Beauty," he said, touching her face. "Have I become so much to you?"

"Yes!" she said. "Have you become so little to yourself?"

"I don't know," Lisinthir said softly, hooking a finger under her collar and guiding her toward his face. "All I do know is that I'm tired and I no longer quite care what happens to me. It is evident that I can get what the Alliance wants by acting this way, and so I do. If I die in the process, I will be released. If I live, then I will continue to be useful. Which one comes to me is fate, and there is little use in fearing fate."

"I can't believe you mean that," the Slave Queen said, eyes wide. Through her skin, Lisinthir felt the sizzle of her concern, her fear. "Ambassador, you still have an alien heart. You slew Third and almost killed the Emperor over a double-handful of slaves. How can you care about their fate and not your own?"

The ring on his finger seemed warm. "I am not fully myself anymore, Beauty," Lisinthir said, cupping her cheek. His voice grew hoarse. "I'm so far gone that I find your body enticing, not just for who you are... but because it reminds me of his."

She touched his wrist lightly with her fingertips, then turned her face. Her tongue flicked against the base of his palm. He drew her toward him, lapped at her mouth until she opened it. Her mane tumbled through his hands as he kissed her, the peculiar kiss that was more a licking than anything he'd known as an Eldritch.

The arms that encircled his waist from behind did not surprise him. Lisinthir turned his head just enough to feel the Emperor's breath on his face.

"I came to find you for your new test," the Emperor said, "and I find you already engaged in it."

"How is that, Exalted?" Lisinthir breathed.

The Emperor reached passed him, plucked the Slave Queen up by the collar and pulled her to them. "Soft-hearted, hard-clawed Beauty. Let us see how well you like adding an innocent to our play." And then he grabbed Lisinthir fiercely with the other hand for the joyous attack. The violence of their embrace was muted by the presence of the Slave Queen; between them, beneath them, she existed only to accentuate the spaces that separated them from one another. That she seemed drawn to these positions, glorifying them, seemed only reasonable.

The tower was too high for frequent rain, but the highest clouds obscured the light which suited Lisinthir when later he rested on several scattered pillows, panting and thinking of nothing more than the sleep he'd barely had before this. The Slave Queen was slumped over his waist, her wing a blanket over his hips. Alone of them the Emperor remained upright, sitting near Lisinthir's head and smoking. One clawed hand lightly tugged his pale hair, then began to twirl it.

"What? No words?"

He had breath still. "What should I say with them?"

"I had expected anger. Sorrow. Something."

"For involving her?" Lisinthir asked. He felt the Slave Queen's drowsy interest all along his side... beneath it, the faint contentment that had punctuated the entire experience. "Skin doesn't lie, Exalted."

"And what does skin tell you?" the Emperor asked, tracing beneath his jaw with a talon.

"That we didn't hurt her," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor laughed. "Be honest, Beauty. Say rather that she enjoyed it."

He twitched and didn't speak. Surprisingly, the Slave Queen filled the void. "This one was glad to serve."

Lisinthir said nothing. One dragon caressing his jaw, another warming his side. His thoughts felt besieged.

"You are strange," the Emperor said. "You feel more guilt when there is pleasure than when there's not?"

"It is not so simple," Lisinthir said.

"Then explain it to me," the Emperor said.

"He seeks consent," the Slave Queen said, "and believes me incapable of giving it."

The Emperor laughed. "Is that it? Does she understand you correctly?"

Lisinthir glanced at her. "I don't know. Do you?"

"Yes," the Slave Queen said. "But you are conflicted. You believe in service, but not in slavery. What is the difference, save willingness and pleasure in duty?"

"You are not willing in everything," Lisinthir said.

"No," she said. "But in this... " He felt her embarrassment, hot against his side.

"I knew you were a pervert," the Emperor said, amused. "How fascinating to discover that my Slave Queen is as well."

"And you?" Lisinthir asked. "You find my ambivalence over the Slave Queen entertaining. But do you find her willingness distasteful?"

"You are under the impression that I am only aroused by lack of consent," the Emperor said, curling his hand beneath Lisinthir's jaw. "When in fact, I am aroused by exerting my dominance over others. Whether they accept it and are glad to accept it or whether they fight me to their dying is immaterial."

"Save that in a male it's despicable to lose and in a female it's acceptable."

"Just so," the Emperor said with a laugh. "Tell me, wingless freak, why were the others not like you?"

"Exalted?" Lisinthir asked, mindful of the hand near his throat but not worried. He should have been, but couldn't bring himself to it.

"The slaves," the Emperor said. "The other ambassadors. How they disappointed. Are you so unique?"

"Tell me, Emperor," Lisinthir said. "Why are there no others like you? Second, Third, the court... are you so unique?"

He laughed and shook Lisinthir's head. "Clever. But answer."

"When we first met, you asked me how it could be that people with such promise could disappoint you," Lisinthir said. "If there is such a wide variation between Chatcaava, why not among those in the Alliance?"

"I also seem to recall you saying that we were too different for you to give me advice on such a matter," the Emperor said.

"I was lying," Lisinthir said.

The Slave Queen's sleepy drifting against him tightened into surprise. "You can say that?" she asked muzzily. "Knowing all that we are?"

"I just did," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor laughed.
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The Slave Queen had expected them to part ways and do whatever it was they did while they were outside her company... but for several days they remained in her chamber, leaving only for dinner on the Field. They bathed in her pools—an activity that took them far longer since it inevitably led to exercise that begged another bath—they slept on her floor. They fed one another, and her! from dishes brought to her suite. She had time to herself only while they slept, and they never slept long.

She used that time well to learn what it was to be content. And at times to be surprised at that contentment, and at the realization that were her life to consist of nothing but this, the exertion might shorten it considerably but she would die with peace in her heart.

The fourth day the violence crept into their encounters. They were male... it was an inevitability. She could only be glad that she was never the focus of it... what pain she suffered was unexpected and always a side effect of what they did to one another. And how they fought. It took her breath away, the way they casually attacked one another, thinking only to involve her if she was within easy reach. She placed herself outside it when she could just so she could watch and marvel. This was what females had been saved from by the contempt of males.

There came a time, however, when she found herself beneath them both with her head bowed so deeply backward that she could not help her cries, nor bleach them clean of the pain and supplication that colored them. The Slave Queen thought little enough of it afterwards, save that she longed for a soak to ease the cramp along her shoulders and spine. But when the Emperor fell asleep, the Ambassador did not follow, but instead groped his way to the window and clasped it so hard his bones notched the skin along his knuckles. She just barely heard him weeping and approached him with tentative steps. When she touched his arm he spun around, chest heaving, and the nakedness of his horror claimed dangerous kinship with insanity.

"Master," she whispered.

"Don't. Call me. That," he said, biting off each word.

She stroked the hair away from his side, tried to soothe him, but he seemed beyond comfort. "Do not be troubled."

"You touch me and then you tell me this?" he asked. "When I so clearly felt your pain and it affected my pleasure not at all?"

"I'm fine," she said. "I was made to withstand such things, I am used to them. You did me no true damage."

"But it didn't stop me," he whispered, slowly bending until he had slumped against the wall.

"No," she said. "You are male."

His body began to shake and she pulled him away from the window and into her arms. "Peace," she said, cupping the air around them with her wings and hoping the Emperor did not wake. She licked her teeth in nervousness and said, "You are not the only one with confessions."

He looked up at her, his eyes rimmed in red.

"I do not mind the pain so much," she whispered. "So long as it is you or he who deals it, and you or he who benefits. It is... a relief, almost. To be empty of nothing but pain and pleasure. To not fight so hard between them. To let them roll over you. Like the waves of the ocean. Our thoughts are sometimes rocks, disturbing us. To be smooth inside... " She looked away from his stare. "I was never one to enjoy such things. To be an object and to suffer... the suffering has no meaning. To be a person and to choose suffering... that is different. That cleanses."

He turned her face back to his. "Don't," he said, voice hoarse. "Don't make this into a spiritual experience."

"Even if it is?" she asked. His fingers trembled as they traced the lines of her face, down the length of her nose to its tip, back down along her jaw.

"To mean someone harm is evil," he said.

"Even if they desire it?" she asked. "Even if it is not harm at all?"

"Oh Beauty," he said, all the tension in his body suddenly leaving it. He shook his head. "Please, please. Don't confuse me any more than I'm already confused. Don't make it harder."

She said nothing and held him, savoring the silk and heat and scent of him, thinking of the ocean.
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He dreamed that night, tossing in the sheets they shared. This time he straddled the arm of the throne at Ontine, looking down with pleasure and lust at the naked body of the Eldritch queen on her hands and knees before him. He became distracted by other concerns, drank from a jeweled cup and discussed something with a courtier he hadn't noticed approaching.

A flash from the corner of his eye drew his attention and he looked back to find the Queen dressed again, her throat bare of collar and her head high as she stood. With a snarl, he pointed her back to her knees, but she did not kneel. Lisinthir advanced on her. He stripped her naked. He beat her with the flat of his hand until she fell. Only when she was collared and whimpering, unable to even hold up a hand in her own defense, was he satisfied. He retreated to the throne, sat again in it and drank from his chalice, her soft mewls barely audible.

The Eldritch woke to the darkness just before dawn, his body curled into a seashell and fear pebbling the skin on his back.
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"Leaving so soon?" the Emperor said, rolling onto his back and folding his hands behind his pillow. His sinuous body was not merely lying in their nest, but arranged with a coy cock of a hip, a blatant invitation.

Lisinthir laughed. He had to, for the absurdity of it, for the exhaustion. He was too drained to feel conflicted. "Permit me, Exalted. There is a matter I must attend to."

"A more important one than me?" the Emperor asked with lifted brow.

He would ask the most unanswerable questions. Lisinthir shook his head. "Second ransacked my chambers while I was in the clinic and stole my data tablet. I want it back. Along with my swords and whatever else he confiscated."

"He might argue he was working to preserve the security of the Empire," the Emperor said.

"I'm sure he'll try," Lisinthir said. He reached for a robe. "I need to see him. You know why."

"I suspect," the Emperor said, eyes half-lidded. "Tell me."

"He attempts to exert power over me," Lisinthir said. "And through me, the Alliance." This feeling was not anger, not anymore. It was the same heady hunger the Emperor felt at a challenge, the desire to meet and best what fool dared step in his way. He let that fire have his eyes when he met the Emperor's. "I cannot allow it."

The Emperor's chuckle was low and appreciative. "Go then. I will see you at supper."

Lisinthir finished dressing and left, stopping only to locate and draw on the claw-knives Second had been forced to leave on his side-table. When he appeared in the corridor outside Second's office, the guards did not make even the most cursory of efforts to stop him. He passed through to the study and stood across from Second. Dressed in a blue robe with holes for Chatcaavan wings. In pants meant to drape across a Chatcaavan waist and that fit him perfectly when hung lower, off his hips. With hair mussed by the Emperor's vicious and intoxicating affections, and the marks of the Emperor's violence still dusted, pale and blue, across his chest and ribs. Proudly displayed. They would never fade, the Surgeon had said... his skin was too thin for the gel-healing to do for Eldritch what it did for Chatcaava.

That Second took all this in and understood its meaning was implicit in his closed and wary gaze.

"You come armed into my presence," Second said, watching him with guarded eyes.

"You are already armed in my presence," Lisinthir said, dropping into a chair with all the arrogant grace he could muster... which had become considerable.

"I can hardly remove my own talons and teeth," Second said.

"I would never begrudge you your weapons," Lisinthir replied. "Would you mine?"

Second's glance darted to the metal claws. "Those could be taken from you at any time."

"So they could," Lisinthir agreed amiably.

"This doesn't bother you?" Second asked.

Lisinthir undid the catches, slid the claw-knives off, and dropped them onto Second's desk. "Do you feel safer now?"

"Do you feel weaker now?"

Lisinthir grinned. "No."

Second said nothing for several very long minutes. Then the Chatcaavan said, "You are not what you were when you came here, Ambassador."

"No," Lisinthir agreed. "I'm more. Now are you done easing around the real issue? I'm a busy man."

Second dipped his head. "I can't imagine what new demand you might have, Ambassador."

"We could begin with you returning my data tablet," Lisinthir said. "My swords. Restoring my chambers to their former state."

"As if you'll use them," Second hissed.

"Jealousy is unbecoming," Lisinthir said, slouching. "And a distraction. You actually stole from me, Second. Did you learn anything useful when you attempted to rifle through my data tablet? The encryption is bio-specific."

Second looked away to hide the flash of frustration in his cold eyes.

"I want it all back," Lisinthir said, and amended, thoughtfully, "I want it all, really."

"You'll never have it," Second said. "Not from me. But your data tablet, which is useless, you can have. And even your swords and your knives and your pathetic collection of foodstuffs. I'll even give your clothing back if it means you'd stop dressing like us."

"Second!" Lisinthir exclaimed. "I do believe you have a spine after all."

"Insult me, Ambassador," Second said. "You can. For now."

"For now, ah?" Lisinthir said and leaned forward. His lower body followed the upper until he was halfway over the desk. "Maybe you don't understand how things have fallen out, Second. Or should I say Third?"

"Only Chatcaava can have those titles," Second hissed.

"You're defying me," Lisinthir said, enjoying the words, the rising tension. He recognized it. He remembered being on the other end of it. "So much we haven't discussed yet, Second. So many things I still need to have done. And here you are. In my way."

The menace finally seemed to penetrate Second's stubborn denial and he shoved his chair back. Lisinthir lunged, grabbing him by the arm and ducking the bucked horns. How easy it was to trap one arm behind Second's back, fouling one wing. The other wing responded with gratifying speed to a twist-hold on the thumb joint.

"You have taught me well," Lisinthir whispered into that tiny, half-hidden ear. He jerked at the wing, hearing the crackle of dry leather and a pop from the joint. "Treat him like a freak. But try to kill him. See if he understands this contradiction." He pressed his hips against Second's. "Should I prove to you that I know exactly how to put you in your place?"

"No!"

"Yes," Lisinthir said.

"I said I'd give you back the things you wanted!" Second snarled. "What more do you want?"

"Respect," Lisinthir said and twisted harder at the arm. The muscles beneath his fingers trembled. "And everything else I ask for."

"No," Second said. "I won't give you permission to destroy the Empire."

The sweetness of the male's helplessness oozed away, leaving him aware of himself and repulsed with it all. The thrashing of Second's heart, the furor of his desperate thoughts beating through sensitive, thin flesh... meaningless. Lisinthir dropped his hold and walked around to the other side of the desk, exposing his back to Second.

"You—why—"

"You still don't understand," Lisinthir said. "I'm not interested in the destruction of the Empire. I'm not even interested in yours, Second." He picked up the claw-knives. "Have my chambers restored, with all the things in them that you took."

"I don't understand you!" Second said.

"No," Lisinthir said. "None of you do."
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He came by before supper, after the Emperor had left. Wearing an odd combination of exhaustion and satisfaction he came, holding a data tablet in his hand.

"My mail has been accumulating since I was in the clinic," the Ambassador said, holding out a hand to her. She went to him gladly, tucking herself against his warm chest. He led her to the couch and settled into it, bringing her down with him.

"Second gave you back your possessions," the Slave Queen said as he stroked her mane.

"Of course," he said, and saying it made it inevitable. "But I didn't come here to tell you that."

"What then, Master?" she asked.

He touched her mouth, eyes somber. "That's enough of that. I'm serious, Beauty."

She licked his fingertip, reflex, absent desire, drowsy contentment. "What shall I call you, then?"

"Call me /my lord,/" he said after a moment. "You remember that?"

"Yes," she said and did. A peculiar concept, that a title could pass through birthright rather than through challenge and strength. "That would please you?"

"Yes," he said. "It would remind me of home. I need the reminders."

Something about his voice, dragging with a rasp, made her shiver. "So, /my lord/," she said. "What did your mail bring?"

"Something for you," he said, stunning her. He passed her the data tablet and tapped one of its controls, setting off a viseo. It flashed a seal with stars, moon and banner and then—oh, then, white fur and black ear tips and bright eyes, and clothes, a stern uniform in black and darkest blue that looked utterly right.

"If this can be gotten to her," Laniis began, then shook her head and said, "I'll assume the best, so please, Ambassador, pass this recording to her." She dropped into Chatcaavan. "Mistress, I wanted you to know that I am well. I came home expecting... I don't know. Everything to be different. And it was, of course it was. But the important things were all the same. My family was still alive and they were so glad to see me. They thought I would never come home again." The Seersa stopped, ears drooping and coloring. "I'll never forget the Empire, and that's not a good thing. That wasn't a surprise. But I don't think I'll ever forget you, and I'm glad. You made it bearable. Not only that, you made my escape possible. You and the Ambassador. I'll be forever grateful."

Laniis drew in a breath. "When we made the escape, Fleet Intelligence made it known that any kind of escape by any citizen from the Empire was a "broken parachute" situation—one where you could expect only failure and death. Because of the two of you, Fleet Intelligence has upgraded that to "possible landing," which means... well, that anyone captured by the Empire can expect the possibility of release. Just the two of you together: you made that possible.

"I guess I just wanted to thank you, to let you know what your company and your help meant to me. And if you ever need me—I hope you'll find some way to reach me. I know how things there are for women, but I have faith. And until that day, I wish you well. More than well. I wish you all the best, in whatever way is possible to you."

The screen froze then, on the lifted eyes with their furred rims, the crisp uniform, the certainty of happiness in the eyes of an alien.

"There are more," the Ambassador said softly. And though she thought her heart would burst, she sat at his side and watched them all. Not just the Malarai and the Tam-illee, but the Eldritch princess and many of the recently freed sixteen as well. All of them with a message either for the Ambassador or for her or both. When it was over, she clung to him, wordless and lost.

"What a difference you've made in those lives," the Ambassador said, petting her trembling neck.

"I had no power—" she said.

"Say that again and mean it," he said. "Say it so that when I feel it in your body I know you believe it. Say it and I'll admit I was wrong."

"I can't," she whispered. She couldn't hold still. Her body seemed too small for her soul, for her careening thoughts.

"You never were an object," he said into her hair. "Even when you thought yourself powerless, you were changing the universe for the better. They tricked you into believing yourself no better than them."

She could not resist this anymore than she could resist him in any other way; could not resist the change, the way she molded into the shape he formed with his words, his hands, his regard... his protection, his caring, his so-alien belief. She couldn't resist it because she didn't want to. Yes, her heart whispered. Surrender to this. Let this be the truth of the world.

She smelled her tears in his eyes, and together they wept for joy, licking each other's cheeks and breathing into their strange kisses.

Let this be the truth of the world.
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"I hear you could sleep in your own bed tonight," the Emperor said, tracing his lips with one finger. They were reclining on pillows in the topmost tower, the Slave Queen coiled into a ball against the Emperor's hip. "Second worked very quickly, even for Second."

"I gave him cause," Lisinthir said lazily.

"It must have been great," the Emperor said.

The day had filled him too much. He was replete. It made words seem inconsequential. "I nearly raped him."

The Emperor's finger paused on his lips, and through that one touch a surprising ambivalence drifted. "You did not?"

"No," Lisinthir said. "It wasn't necessary."

"But you killed Third," the Emperor said.

"Yes," Lisinthir said. He laughed at the puzzlement. "Ask."

"Surely rape is a lesser crime among your kind than murder," the Emperor said. "I would have expected you to have less of an issue with it."

"I didn't need to force Second to get what I wanted," Lisinthir said. "So I didn't. I wouldn't have enjoyed it."

"Are you sure?" the Emperor asked.

It seemed a fine night for honest self-assessment. Lisinthir said, "He wasn't you."

The Emperor laughed. "Spoken like my whore."

"I don't see you in anyone else's bed, Exalted Emperor," Lisinthir drawled, and lifted an arm against the cuff that would have snapped his head to one side. They tussled, growling and laughing, rolling out of the way of the dozing Slave Queen.

No question. No doubts. Not through skin. Lisinthir knew now which desire was his and which was the Emperor's. He could see also how his had grown fangs and the Emperor's had grown velvet. They Changed one another, and it was all good, and he could live with it. More than live with it.

Later: "Truly, soft-hearted one. Does it bother you? That you killed Third and his Hand. I'm given to understand that is unusual for Alliance citizens to kill others, though I can't imagine how that would work."

"Don't try to convince me of the paucity of your imagination," Lisinthir said. "I've seen your mind at work, oh Exalted one, and there's nothing weak about it." He rolled onto his stomach and rested his head on his wrists.

"Very well, I can imagine it. It's soft and weak and fleshy," the Emperor said with a hissed laugh. "But you have not answered my question."

Lisinthir lifted his head, letting his anger touch the darkness of his eyes for the Emperor's view. "Third earned his death."

"And his humiliation?"

"And his utter humiliation," Lisinthir said. "The court needed to see how this Ambassador will treat any one of them who has the audacity to cross the Alliance."

"And will this Alliance of weak softness back your claims, Ambassador?" the Emperor said, reaching for a handful of Lisinthir's hair and drawing him closer.

"They will," Lisinthir said. "They have no choice."

With a hungry growl, the Emperor pulled him over. If this time was more fang than velvet, Lisinthir enjoyed it all the same.

Hours later, the bleep of the data tablet woke Lisinthir from their tangled slumber. He stumbled from the nest and up onto the floor proper of the Slave Queen's chamber, groping toward the couch where he'd left the tablet after his talk with her. He had some trouble finding it in the dark; both moons were now on the bathing chamber's side, leaving their room so dark he couldn't even see his white hand against the floor.

But he found it, silenced the noise and spread the resulting message from the diplomatic corps.

How happy they were to hear from him again! (This they'd already said, but now said twice. For emphasis, he supposed.) Again, they were pleased with his results on their behalf. And could they now tell him how useful his information had been? The intelligence had been fed into all the organizations charged with the safety of the Alliance. They were building a picture of the psychology and habits of the Empire that shared a long and violent border with them.

It was the last line of the message that seemed to burn on the data tablet's surface.

/Our analysts suggest, after examining the data, that war with the Empire is not an immediate danger at this time. Agreement?/

He began to write 'Yes,' and then stopped.

The claw-knives on his desk.

His dealing with Third, and the message that had sent.

Second's angry deference.

The Emperor's growing respect... a respect that had touches of silver admiration.

The data tablet clattered to the floor.
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Muzzy with dreams, the Slave Queen lifted her head. Had she heard a sound? Her eyes focused with effort on a hunched shape, drawn out of the dark by the amber glow of the data tablet. She pulled herself out of her nest and crept over to him; with a yawn, she pressed her head against his arm.

He almost leaped at her touch, his eyes wild. Taking her by the elbows, he drew her to her feet and out to the landing, down the stairs.

"You have to help me," he said. "I've made a terrible mistake!"

Confused, the Slave Queen looked up at him. "/My lord?/"

"I have gone through great trouble to make the Emperor consider me male," he said. "I don't think there's any question in anyone's mind that I've succeeded. But it is because he considers the Alliance beneath notice that he doesn't bother to make war on us. If I become emblematic in his mind of the spirit of the Alliance, he will want to test himself against it, because two males of such stature must settle the issue of dominance before they can co-exist. Am I right?"

"Yessss," the Slave Queen said slowly, and the first glass-sharp touch of alarm pierced her sleepy confusion. "You are saying that you fear you will convince the Emperor that the Alliance is a threat." She paused, then nodded. "And you are right. He treats the Alliance now like a female... he steals from it when it suits him, he occasionally slaps or uses it, but he ignores it as beneath his interest. If he believes the Alliance has enough males like you, he will feel compelled to break you."

The Ambassador ran his hands over his head, hands catching in his hair and knotting into fists. "Is it too late?"

"To change it?" the Slave Queen considered as dispassionately as she could. "I don't know."

"I have to try," he said with an ardor that frightened her. "I have to make him less interested in me. Or have him think less of me, without putting myself into a position where he can kill me."

"You could serve your purpose by being enslaved," the Slave Queen said, trying to think of the least dire possibilities. "That would mean he thought little enough of you to make you into a non-male."

The Ambassador shuddered. "No. If I become a slave here, I'll go insane. There has to be another way, but I don't know enough to tell."

The Slave Queen tilted her head back and closed her eyes. The ghost of war, the whispered promise of it did not seem so palatable anymore, but that left her with two equally unsavory choices. She swallowed, then picked a path. "There is the court's perception of his perversity."

"More, Beauty, I pray you."

She continued and hated it. "A courtier cannot rule the Emperor. But the court can, if it is united in its desire to kill him. The males admire power and understand that the language of power is cruelty. But too many indulgences in the flesh and an Emperor is perceived to be weak, and the court may move on him. The strong are opportunistic."

"So I have only to make it seem to the court that the Emperor has become too interested in fleshy pleasures, and they will force him to reform?"

"They will force him to be rid of you... or they will kill him," the Slave Queen said. "They are already unsettled at the Emperor's continuing interest in you, particularly since you do not seem broken. If you can lure him even further into your arms, then they will conclude that the Emperor is not interested in testing you at all, and his real reason for using you is because he is addicted to the pleasures in your flesh."

His gaze became intent. "So... to survive, I must challenge the Emperor in an arena in which he has no defense."

"If you can," the Slave Queen said, her voice uncertain.

The slow smile that touched the Ambassador's lips held secrets, and no mercy. Then, as if recalling himself, he reached for her. "This may involve you," he said softly. "For that I must apologize in advance."

"I do not want to hurt him or you," she said, trembling. "Please, do not force me to that choice."

"I will do all that I can to spare you," he said. "That I promise."

She closed her eyes, remembering misery. "How soon will you begin?"

"Now may already be too late," the Ambassador said.
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He began it the following night in the Emperor's tower. They were standing face-to-face, naked and alone: Lisinthir with his bare hands on the Emperor's black chest and the Emperor with his fingers tangled in Lisinthir's long hair, wings arched around them both to trail along the Eldritch's thighs.

"You still have hollows in your cheeks, Beauty," the Emperor said.

"That happens when one fails to trust the food one should be eating," Lisinthir said with wry amusement.

"Ah, but I thought smoking the hekkret took away that fear," the Chatcaavan said, tracing one of the lines beneath Lisinthir's eye. The Eldritch didn't blink, though the talon came very close, brushing his lower lashes. "Did not the Surgeon approve it?"

"Yes. But the hekkret itself doesn't sit well in my stomach." Lisinthir smiled without humor. "The cure in this case is only an inch better than the disease."

"Perhaps I should prepare your food for you," the Emperor said. "I like you better healthy."

"I don't know why it matters," Lisinthir said, lifting his chin. "Well or sick, I'm still a wingless freak."

"True," the Emperor said with a grin. "But you're my wingless freak."

Lisinthir's brows lifted, and a lazy smile curved his lips. He'd hoped for just such an opening. "Not entirely."

"You still question this?" the Emperor asked. "Should I bring back the rack? I know all the ways to keep you in check, Ambassador."

"So you do," Lisinthir said. "But I still think in one way you remain a coward."

"Is that so?" the Emperor asked, but there was a sibilance to the words, a warning. "And why is that?"

"You've raped my body, but never my essence," Lisinthir said. "You can steal my very cells from me without my consent, but you haven't. I think you're afraid of the Touch."

The Chatcaavan's eyes thinned. "Your essence isn't worth taking."

"If that was true, you would have cast me off months ago when you tired of me in your bed. But you haven't... have you." Lisinthir pressed his hips to the Emperor's and bared his teeth. "I think you want my pattern, but you're afraid to take it. Do you fear that if you contest with me on a bone-deep level, you'll lose?"

"You'll never best me," the Chatcaavan said, tail lashing. "No matter what shape I wear, I am still your master."

"I think not," Lisinthir said, brushing the words with just enough nonchalance to be insolent. He'd calculated the tone so carefully that the violence it provoked seemed slow to erupt, and yet his heart raced when the Chatcaavan's dark arm lifted.

Thrown to the bed, Lisinthir grabbed the sheets and endured the rape. He cried his triumph at the sharp flash of understanding he felt through the Chatcaavan's skin as the Emperor Touched him and took his pattern. Tearing himself free, he turned to find the Emperor stumbling away, wings spread and hands outstretched.

"Did you like it?" Lisinthir asked, advancing on him. "Did it feel good? To be so far inside me? Now you know me. Now a part of me is in you. How did it feel?"

The Emperor looked up at him, pupils contracted to thin slits. "I boil," he hissed.

"Tell me," Lisinthir said.

The Chatcaavan tossed his head, shoulders high. His scales had grown slick with sweat. "Inside me is another me, now. A me that has the taste of you."

"Drink me," Lisinthir said, licking the dragon's cheek, then biting his jaw. "Change."

The Emperor trembled, then folded down, hugging his knees and covering himself with his wings. Lisinthir backed away, stomach clenched against the nausea he knew accompanied the sight of the Change, the strange glistening as the male he knew seemed to melt, grow indistinct, and then limbs reshaped themselves, clothed in pale flesh, white skin.

When the Emperor lifted his face, Lisinthir saw one enough like his own to be a cousin... save the eyes, a little too fluorescent a yellow, a little too large, and with pupils markedly slit. The Slave Queen's were properly rounded, but perhaps she had had more practice at the Touch. The Emperor wobbled when he stood straight, and moved little once he found his feet.

"No wings," he said, staring at his hands. "No tail. I feel like I will fall."

Lisinthir approached him, reining in his hunger. The Emperor's hair remained coifed like his mane, a fringe framing his sharp, humanoid face before falling over his pale chest. He was enough himself to entice... and fragile enough to beg for what Lisinthir planned.

"There are benefits," Lisinthir said. "Look at me."

The Emperor did so, his more expressive Eldritch face revealing wariness and unease.

"You have no scales to bar my touch from you now," Lisinthir said, and lightly trailed his nails up the Emperor's white stomach to his chest. He tweaked the man's nipples and laughed at how hard he flinched, then framed the Chatcaavan's face with cupped palms. "And feel. Feel me now."

"I... you... " The Emperor stopped, eyes losing their focus. Lisinthir smiled; through their skin he could feel the Chatcaavan's stunned understanding as Lisinthir's emotions ran through them. "It's like I have no skin at all!" the Emperor exclaimed. "The air will pass right through me!"

The Chatcaavan's dismay and uncertainty were a potent aphrodisiac. Lisinthir rubbed his thumbs over the Emperor's lips, felt the other man's shivers and almost purred his delight. "There are other compensations," he said, and kissed the Chatcaavan, long and slowly. His desire drowned out the Emperor's own feelings, and Lisinthir drew him to the bed... and raped him until he bled all over the sheets, howling curses.

They shared the hekkret roll afterwards, the Emperor still wearing his Eldritch facade.

"I admit to a certain fascination," he said, his reluctance a faint residue communicated through their bodies.

Lisinthir stroked the Emperor's side. "You've only begun to explore what you can use this body for."

"And you know all these things," the Emperor said.

Lisinthir grinned, eyes half-lidded. "It is my body."

The Emperor rolled onto his back. "You'd like that, wouldn't you," he said, running his own hands over his ribs and stomach. "To play teacher to the Emperor. I hope you haven't forgotten who I am."

"Never," Lisinthir said, blowing smoke. When he glanced back toward the Chatcaavan, he found a dragon, not an Eldritch.

"Just in case you forget," the Emperor said, teeth showing.

Lisinthir had time to put the roll on the ashtray before the Chatcaavan smashed him down and reminded him.
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For days, the Slave Queen saw neither the Ambassador nor the Emperor. When the day stretched into a week, she admitted to herself that her listlessness was only the surface of a depression she was unaccustomed to. She feared that the Ambassador had somehow hurt the Emperor; she feared that the Emperor had killed him; she feared that they had both forgotten her.

For a brief instant she entertained the notion of seeking them out. Standing at her bathing chamber window, the distance between her tower and the Emperor's was a short glide. If she'd had working wings, she would have dared it... but the long walk beneath the scrutiny of countless guards, that she could not do.

So when she heard footsteps, she held her breath. And when they crested her landing, she felt her world once again settle into stillness and perfection. Kneeling before them, she could sense their complete focus on one another in their frequent caresses, the absent touching they could not seem to control. They even stood close enough to brush hips, and if they could bear to look away from one another, it wasn't for long. There was a quality of helplessness in the Ambassador's face when he managed to avert his eyes, and an infatuation in the Emperor's that almost made her stare at him directly.

Had the Ambassador's plan worked? And did he now regret it?

"Change," the Ambassador said.

"Here?" the Emperor looked around the topmost tower of the harem, empty for now.

"Here."

The Slave Queen drew in a breath, waiting for confirmation... and then the Emperor shrugged a hand and ducked, enveloping himself in his wings. A few minutes later he stood, and though he stood with confidence the Slave Queen recognized the slight weave of his body and the hesitance in his hands. She remembered it intimately herself, how entranced she'd been by the soft touch of the air currents on Eldritch flesh, the sensitivity of finger and skin.

"And now what?" the Emperor said.

"And now I show you something delicious," the Ambassador said, looking now at her. Dread suffused her. "Come, lady," he said, and she could do nothing but obey, hoping she would not be asked to do ill. But no, the Ambassador only looked at his pale twin and said, "Touch her."

The Emperor leaned down, curled his preposterously white fingers beneath her chin. A shiver of delight ran through him. "Her fear is like wine."

Was it? She only worried that this plan was flawed from the start. But the Ambassador was speaking again. "Sink deeper."

The Emperor closed his eyes. As she watched, gooseflesh rose on the exposed skin of his arms. When he opened his eyes, he looked at her and said, "If fear is wine, then supplication is beyond description."

The Emperor's rapture ensnared the Ambassador at last, who leaned and whispered into one delicate ear, "You should try having her this way."

The Emperor pulled the true Eldritch's head around, cupping the back of it and licking his lips. "You with me."

"Of course," the Ambassador breathed.

The Slave Queen no longer knew whether the plan would work; that the Emperor had been enchanted was beyond argument, but that the Ambassador had fallen with him seemed evident as well. And that she did not mind that he had involved her...

She was glad to serve them, and the Emperor's borrowed shape made him so sensitive that he lost himself in her. He barely grazed her, astonished by the depth of her response. And perhaps she was proud of that as well.
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From then on the distraction of the Emperor from his duties required no effort. The Eldritch had centuries of life and rigorous training to inculcate the behaviors that made their touch-empathy unpleasant. The Chatcaava had no such puritanical beliefs about emotions, and to be able to feel someone else's was not only exhilarating, but voyeuristic and, in some fashion, a shameful pleasure.

Few in the Empire shied from pleasure of any kind. Shame only gave it an exotic savor.

Very little of the day was Lisinthir's. He spent most of his waking hours with the Emperor or the Slave Queen or both. What little sleep he took often found him strewn on the couch in the Emperor's suite, alone... or tangled with another.

Oh, it was easy to distract the Emperor, when the distraction was so satisfying. And if the Alliance communiqués he was surely now ignoring and the curious silence of Second disturbed him, they did not disturb him enough to draw him to investigate. The Emperor was not the only one who had been led from his duties. And if Lisinthir comforted himself with the knowledge that what he did, he did to preserve the Alliance against future war... it was poor comfort when held against his entrancement with the inexhaustible passions and curiosity of his victim, his test subject, and the male upon whose whim he lived.

One summer evening found all three of them in the Emperor's chambers, the Emperor wearing his borrowed shape and the Slave Queen eternally herself, demure and silent at the foot of the bed. Lisinthir was working on a hekkret roll when the Emperor said, "So then, Beauty. As you challenged, I have contested with you on a cellular level and taken from you your very self. Do you concede your place, then?"

Now the game was to keep the Emperor interested, off-balance. "No," Lisinthir said. "There are parts of me you have yet to conquer."

The Emperor's pleasure at the response radiated through his sweat-cooled skin. "Continue. This should be interesting."

"You have yet to win against my mind," Lisinthir said, knowing he strayed into fell territory but knowing no other place to go. "I have known things that would unmake you to learn."

The Emperor sat up, setting aside the glass with eagerness. "Ah! More, pray, Beauty."

Lisinthir tucked his hair behind his ears and closed his eyes. What he was about to do he had not sought permission to ask, and yet he would ask it. He would hope for forgiveness afterwards. When he opened his eyes, he looked at the Slave Queen and found her already regarding him, uneasy but, as always, so exquisitely willing. "Lady," he said to her, "I wish to teach him to weep."

She shuddered and covered her head with her wings.

"Weeping!" the Emperor exclaimed.

"You showed such a fascination for it," Lisinthir said. "But I don't think you could bear the sorrow that weeping reveals. I don't think you understand suffering."

The Emperor laughed and leaned back again. "Oh, I understand suffering. The beauty of suffering."

"Had you ever suffered you would know that suffering is not beautiful," Lisinthir said, his voice hardening. "You wish to know where I am your master, Exalted? This is my realm. In understanding the hearts of others, I best you without needing to lift a single finger."

"What good is it to understand the hearts of others?" the Emperor asked with a derisive snort.

"You forfeit the battle without even fighting it?" Lisinthir asked.

"It is not worth fighting," the Emperor said. He shrugged as Chatcaava did, a motion that made a lie of his Eldritch shape. "The hearts of others... what good is such knowledge?"

Lisinthir couldn't help it... he laughed, a bitter laugh born of the grief, pain and fear of all the months he'd spent in the Empire. He turned on the Emperor and grabbed his chin, forcing those alien eyes to meet his. "You want to know what good it is? I will tell you, then. Because to bear the misery of others takes ten times the strength of bearing your own. That is why I'm stronger than you, Exalted. That's why I could keep kneeling to you. That's why I could take you in my mouth to keep you from killing the innocent and never lose my pride. That's why I could return every night to the rack, knowing my sanity dwindled with every strike of your whip. That's why I am your better, Exalted... and why I always will be."

Those eyes, how they burned. Lisinthir felt the fury through his hands, against his body, and beneath it, the sizzle-sweetness of curiosity.

"All that you can bear, I can bear twice," the Emperor hissed through blunt teeth.

"Prove it," Lisinthir said. He held his free hand out toward the Slave Queen, felt her submission as she slid her fingers into his and let him pull her to their side. "Touch her."

"That's all?" the Emperor asked askance.

"Do it," Lisinthir said.

The Slave Queen bowed her head as the Emperor grasped her by the neck. But her eyes were on his. She was waiting. She knew.

"Show him," Lisinthir said huskily. "Show him how the wingless need the sky."

Her resignation, her acquiescence... and through the hand he still held, the surge of melancholy, the bleak despair. The smell of searing tools, the acrid stink of lacquer, the clack of wing vanes gone hard and inflexible. The knowledge that even had she kept her wings, no one would have let her fly. She held nothing back, and Lisinthir gripped her hand tightly. The least he could do was bear witness, licking the tears he shed for her from his dry lips. He sank deep into their communion, letting her desolation flow through him, losing himself to it.

When it cut off abruptly, his breath caught, his heart stopped and then skipped, rushing to catch up with itself. The sudden sheen of sweat inspired by it chilled him. When he managed to focus past it, he found the Emperor on the other side of the bed near the headboard, his white back turned to them.

"Leave us," the Emperor hissed.

It was no use arguing. Lisinthir gathered the blankets and the brandy and left for the bathing chamber, wondering if he knew after all what he was doing.
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He Changed, shedding the alien skin with such alacrity she barely had time to shift to relieve her aching hips and thighs. When he turned to her he was once again the Emperor she knew... except that his eyes were wrong. Their fluorescence had been snuffed, and Changing back had not removed the trails on his cheeks. They were incongruous on the face of a dragon.

Incredulous, the Emperor said, "What have I done to you?"

"You have made me into your work of art," the Slave Queen said. She added, contemplatively, "Works of art are objects. Dead things. That I breathed was only incidental."

He did not touch her. Indeed, the distance he kept between them was so exaggerated it was almost absurd, as if he feared what she held in her skin after so many revolutions of handling her however he pleased. She could only stare at him and wonder if the Ambassador was correct after all, and if at last, he had proven himself the master.

"Is it because you had wings?" the Emperor asked. "That you can feel the feelings of males?"

The Slave Queen said, "Wings do not make people people. They only make them free."

He stared at her as if only now discovering what she was. And perhaps he was. Then he reached toward her wings and touched one of the hard, scalloped edges. She watched him impassively.

"These past days together," he said. "When I felt your willingness through your skin, your desire. Were those lies?"

"No," the Slave Queen said.

"Then how?" he asked, lifting smoldering eyes to hers. "How could you possibly have felt such things for someone who did this to you?"

"I have made the best of what I have been given," said the Slave Queen. "I had little other choice."

"But you desired me," he hissed.

She looked at him. In all her life she had never expected to have such a conversation with the Emperor, much less to exist in such a lacuna during it. "You have changed," she said. "And you are changing yet."

He fingered her wing edge. After a time, he said, "You long for something you've never known."

"I am Chatcaavan," she said, and she choked on the words for the first time. She looked down at her knees and said nothing more. She expected him to send her away or to ignore her, but perhaps she should not have been surprised when he pulled her to him instead, guiding her head to his lap. There he stroked her hair with such deliberation that her breath shuddered in her body. She could feel the difference in him, in the determination with which he touched her. It took her several minutes to understand what end he had focused so completely upon.

He was trying not to hurt her.

The Slave Queen's chest ached, though from what she could not say. Only that it was torment to exist here in such tenderness.
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"I am sorry," Lisinthir said from the landing.

The Slave Queen looked at him, a slow swivel of her head that cocked it near her neck, protective. Her visible eye had darkened with sorrow.

"Your plan is working," she said after a moment, turning her head back to the vista outside her window. The sky, he noticed, not the sea.

"Is it?" he asked, walking closer but not yet close enough to touch her. "Is that why we're here, in your room, alone?"

"He will summon us," the Slave Queen said, her voice softened, almost a whisper. "It is a matter of time."

"I hope," Lisinthir said and paused. "I hope I have not done you ill, Beauty."

She shook her head, a movement decidedly alien on her long neck. "No."

"If not that," he said, "then why do you grieve?"

She touched a hand to her chest, absently, eyes closed. "You are changing him, and that change will kill him," she said. "But I like the change. How can I love what will destroy that which I could come to love?"

He drew in a sharp breath and pulled that hand from her breast. "Is he that different?"

"He stroked my hair," the Slave Queen said, looking up at him with miserable orange eyes. "All night, he did this. It was... it was kindness."

And kindness in the Empire earned one an early death, he finished silently, and held her hand. Whether the sorrow he felt was hers or his he couldn't tell—they flowed into one another, crossing waves like the tides feeding back on one another at the shore.

"It has been almost an entire day," Lisinthir said, looking out at the horizon and the sun that showed only the slightest of rims at its edge. "Perhaps he will turn back from this course."

"And then what will you do?" the Slave Queen asked. "How will you win us free of war?"

"Perhaps he will change so much that he won't want war anymore," Lisinthir said.

"And then he will have become so weak that he will die beneath the court's talons," the Slave Queen said.

"There must be some other way," Lisinthir said.

"There is the other way," she said. "You can become uninteresting to him. Merely a plaything. If you can regress to that state—"

—to the state of a slave—

"Then perhaps," she said and trailed into silence.

Lisinthir quivered.

"Except then you will not be what you were either," she said. "And then there will be no war, but no Ambassador either. And I am now enough of a self to hate that thought as well." She did not pull her hand from his, but her wings with their stiff vanes mantled in time with the surge of her nauseous unease. "There is no way out. Everywhere I turn, there is grief."

None of the platitudes he'd taught her in stories sprang to his lips. None of them had been crafted to speak to an ending without some good, some future good. Lisinthir supposed he should be glad of the benefit he might gain the Alliance, but that world seemed so very distant.

They stood together in contemplation of the encroaching dark and there the messenger found them, the one that summoned them back to the Emperor's suite. The Slave Queen glanced at him, a spike of fear jabbing through their joined hands.

"You said the time would come," he reminded her.

"But I did not want to believe it," she said.

And thus together they made the long walk, fingers intertwined, not quite strong enough to break the grasp, nor so glad of the contact to prolong it. Against his fingers, the smoothness of her scales and the stillness of her resignation ground each other, dissonant.

The Emperor awaited them in the bedchamber, stretched across the bed with his arms folded behind his neck and his head turned toward the window, watching the stars. When they entered, he did not move. Lisinthir let the Slave Queen's hand slide out of his and waited for her to hop onto the bed and curl up into a ball within easy reach of the Emperor, but not touching him. Then he followed, sitting against one of the pillows.

"There is something I would ask of you," the Emperor said after a long silence.

"Do so," Lisinthir said.

"It involves those," the Emperor said, turning his nose toward the corner of the room.

There, shrouded in the dark, was a blindfold and a set of cuffs and collar. Lisinthir choked on his next breath.

"I think I know what I ask," the Emperor said, and something about the quiet of his voice didn't match the violence implied by the request. "But I ask it anyway."

Lisinthir met his eyes. "We have been through this before."

"Yes," the Emperor said. Nothing burned in his gaze, no hunger, no fury. How Lisinthir longed to touch him and ascertain for certain! But this was not a moment for confirmation.

"Have you not learned all that could be learned?" Lisinthir asked.

"No," the Emperor said simply.

He too, held himself apart from Lisinthir. It made the request mysterious, as irresistible as the fear was terrible, the fear that was pebbling the flesh on his back and brushing his skin with sweat.

"Very well," Lisinthir said, before he could say "Never."

The Emperor drew himself upright and nodded toward his chest. "Undress. Your shirt will be sufficient."

To think now would be to turn back. Lisinthir pulled the shirt off, shaking back his hair, and walked his now graceless body to the corner. He kneeled there and held his hands in front of himself... and looked away.

They were gentle cuffs. Mere leather. They did not have the chafing sandpaper-like lining, nor the less subtle spikes. Just leather, stiff but survivable. Lisinthir watched as the Emperor locked them together. The collar was far harder—to sit still for that when his entire body tensed, ready to flee, to not just remain where he was but to lift his chin and tilt it backward so his hair wouldn't catch against his flesh... this was madness.

The cuffs were clipped to the collar. In the front, crossing his arms in front of his bare chest. It gave him the illusion of protection, juxtaposed against the truth of immobility. It made him feel as if he choked, as if to swallow required an act of strength, to force his hands away from his throat.

The blindfold was, as always the worst. The moment it eclipsed the room, he began to shake.

And then... nothing.

No whip. No teasing. No trailing finger to make him wonder what next. Only this exquisite, unbearable vulnerability. Not quite a helplessness, but too close, too, too close.

Hands lit on his cheeks. Warm hands, satin-soft, without the pinpoint pressure of talon-tips. And on the crest of that touch, a silent reception. As Lisinthir shivered, holding himself still only through discipline, he felt the Emperor's presence.

And then the Emperor's understanding.

And then the Emperor's awe.

Even held fast by fear, Lisinthir knew then what the Emperor did. When the blindfold was stripped from his face and the Emperor in his Eldritch skin reached for the cuffs, Lisinthir said, "No."

The Emperor cocked his head.

Past his tight throat, Lisinthir said, "If you want to really know, truly, in-your-bones know, then do it all to me. Suspend me. Whip me. Gag me. All of it."

"I have no wish to break you," the Emperor said, wetting his fingertip and using it to relieve Lisinthir's dry lips.

"Do you shy from full understanding?" Lisinthir asked, forcing himself to meet the Emperor's eyes. "Do you fear what you will learn?"

"Even now you challenge me," the Emperor said, but the words were accompanied by gentle amusement, not the eager violence they had in the beginning. "Tell me, Beauty... if I am to experience this, how can I also wield the whip?"

Softly, from behind them: "Ask the Surgeon."

The Emperor looked over his shoulder, surprised. The Slave Queen sat on the bed's edge, peering over it. "The Surgeon is Outside," she said. "He will not tell of what he sees. He is also the Surgeon, and will know how far he may push without permanent damage. And he will be able to fix what he breaks."

"It's a good idea," Lisinthir said. If he focused on the particulars, he could somehow get through this. He had to get through this. He had to, for what might happen on the other side. Forget the prevention of war. Forget the Alliance.

"It is," the Emperor said. "I shall have to reward you for it, pet."

"You may do that now, Master," the Slave Queen whispered. "By allowing me to leave, so that I need not witness this."

The Emperor paused, then nodded. "Call the Surgeon as you leave."

She dipped her head in acquiescence and slid off the bed. Lisinthir was glad to see her go. The Emperor resumed his gentle stroking, aching caresses along Lisinthir's jaw, behind his ears, pushing back the hair from his face.

"Shall I get you water?" he asked. "Your throat sounds dry."

It was, already, unbearably. "No," Lisinthir said. "I may not keep it in."

"You tremble before we begin," the Emperor said, dropping his hands to Lisinthir's shoulders and trying to steady them.

Lisinthir said nothing. It was useless to attempt to control the shaking. He would need that energy later.

"We could trade places," the Emperor said. "The Surgeon could be convinced to attack me instead of you."

"No," Lisinthir said. If the Emperor hung here instead of him, it would become a contest of strength. But if the Emperor were forced to bear witness... yes. That would lead to the door, and perhaps it would open.

The Emperor touched Lisinthir's lips, then stood. "I will find suitable instruments. Don't leave."

They returned together, the Emperor and the Surgeon. The latter looked disapproving, but did not stop the Emperor as he set up the rack, the harness, set out the clamps and other, less savory items. Lisinthir didn't watch, though he desperately wanted to know what he would have to guard against. Hours of similar sessions had taught him that knowing in advance never seemed to prepare him as he hoped... they only heightened his dread, his sense of powerlessness.

Sitting still as the two of them bound him into place and then hooked his limbs onto the rack, pulling all his joints into traction with his own weight, cost him so much he bled from his mouth from biting his own tongue. It fouled the gag they pressed into his mouth with a bitter tang. After the blindfold, he could no longer see the Emperor, but he felt the hands that cupped his face, and then the forehead that leaned against his, a steadying pressure.

"Commence," the Emperor said, a gift.

Lisinthir tensed against the first blow, and it came a heart-beat late, just when he'd begun to relax. He knew then that the Surgeon would be worse than ever the Emperor had been, and knowing it screamed into the gag, too late, too late.

Smelling blood. His own.

Yanking at restraints that would not release him, and cut into his flesh with cunningly placed barbs.

Lurching away from the stinging cuts left by whips thinner than hairs.

There, his wrist, slick against the inside of the cuff with unexpected blood.

The ball of his foot, sensitive beyond imagining.

The clamps pinching flesh too sensitive for metal.

Pain.

Helplessness.

Terror.

His chest jerked, and his throat was so dry he thought it coughing. Then it came again. He choked on the sob, refusing it egress. He would not. Weeping—he'd wept before the Emperor—he knew he had, but stately weeping. Stately. Controlled. Not this.

The second tore lose. He shook his head. No, he would not.

But he did. He was.

Out of fury, out of anguish, he sobbed. Out of panic that this was now, this was forever, this was never-ending. Out of desperation, that he could not escape. Except that there was one escape, one possible place to go—

/Ambassador./

No—

/Come back./

No—

/He who is called by Others Lisinthir Nase Galare. Beauty. Perfection. Ambassador. Come back, come back./

Somewhere, far away, there was a body wracked with pain and slick with sweat, gagging on tears. He would not go there.

/Come back, O my Perfection. Oh, don't go./

Also, somewhere back there, was a fear that didn't belong to him, and it somehow seemed sweet.

/Don't go./

And if he didn't?

/Release./

He had promised such before.

/Truth. Truth, Beauty./

Some part of him believed, believed because the words held yearning as well as fear. Grief as well as supplication. He poured back into the body he hadn't even realized he'd left and found himself slumped in the arms of the Emperor, stinking of sweat and blood, hair matted to his cheeks and against sides stiff with crusted cuts.

"Tend him," said the Emperor harshly past his ear. Lisinthir assumed it was him, at least... this stranger whose skin blazed with anger and remorse, whose touch was tender and possessive, cradling Lisinthir's head and steadying his hip.

The wordless other behind them began to soothe, where once he harmed. Despite the cooling touch, Lisinthir flinched.

"Gently, Perfection," the Emperor whispered into his ear. "It is over. Never again."

"You said that. Last time." When had his breathing become so ragged? And his throat so raw? Talking was agony. How ironic that he dripped with sweat while his mouth was dry.

"I needed this time to understand," the Emperor said. "And now I do. Never again." Softer. "You may not come back."

Lisinthir closed his eyes and rested in the arms of the male upon whose whim he lived, and felt it in his heart, the truth of it, the risk he'd taken not with the Emperor... but with himself.

"That should be sufficient," the Surgeon said, standing. "Rest, water, food. Normal sex. He will survive."

"Thank you for your services," the Emperor said. "Go."

The Surgeon bowed. The silence he left behind seemed awkward, magnified by the bitterness of each breath Lisinthir fought for.

"Come," the Emperor said, then a surge of worry. "Can you walk?"

Lisinthir nodded, got his feet beneath himself and staggered upright. The Emperor braced him on one side and helped him to the bed, arranging him across it and drawing the blankets up around his shoulders.

"I will get water," he said.

Lisinthir was too tired to nod, unable to hold onto awareness. It lingered on its own, and so did he.

The bed creased beneath a weight, and then fingers tipped with nails teased his lips apart and pressed the rim of a bowl against them. The smell of cold water drew Lisinthir from his drifting fugue, pulled him to struggle against gravity and sodden exhaustion. He drank, and the drinking was so precious he shed tears. He had his fill two bowls later, and then the Emperor set it aside with a soft clack and slid beneath the covers with him. Cool chest to abused back—somehow, even as an Eldritch, the Chatcaava ran cooler than the shape they imitated. One long arm reached over Lisinthir's side and clasped his limp hand there. In this cocoon of blankets and flesh, Lisinthir found comfort, somehow. The silence was no longer awkward, only soothing. Soothing until it was broken, and even so it softened the words that filled it.

"Was it thus... every time?"

On the rack. Beneath the whip. "Yes."

"And you endured it."

Lisinthir closed his eyes.

"Your tears did not delight me," the Emperor whispered, and twined with his voice came despair and horror. Feeling it between them, Lisinthir's breath caught.

"Tell me I do not cause you more pain!" the Emperor exclaimed.

"No," Lisinthir said. "What you feel through your skin is something else."

"It tastes like suffering," the Emperor said, pressing his cheek against Lisinthir's shoulder.

"There are some joys that touch suffering," Lisinthir said. "But they come to that place honestly. Not seeking the suffering, not gloating over it in others."

"And this you underwent out of love for the Slave Queen," the Emperor said.

"I would have done it for anyone who did not deserve death," Lisinthir said. "For anyone." Saying it, peace ran through the cracks in his spirit, smoothing them over. "I love life, Exalted. I serve life."

"I believe you," the Emperor said, voice hushed. His fingers in Lisinthir's tightened, and his words grew raspy. "Tell me, Perfection ... how could you allow this, after all I've done to you?"

"I trusted," Lisinthir said. "I trusted you."

"How could you?" the Emperor asked. "I am who I am."

"You have always kept your word," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor was silent, but his fingers in Lisinthir's stretched and folded and through their skins, Lisinthir felt his ambivalence. Then: "You no longer fear me."

"No," Lisinthir said. "The worst you can do to me, you have done. Madness is escape, and death is release. Both are better alternatives than life in chains." He looked over his shoulder, as far as his eye would permit as he no longer had the energy to lift his head. "Does that mean you will be quit of me?"

The Emperor shook his head. "Enough, Perfection." He tightened his arm over Lisinthir's side, shifted to nestle deeper into the bed. "No more questions. No more testing. For now. You have earned this. If, somehow, you trust me... then sleep here now with me and I will keep you safe."

"I believe you," Lisinthir said simply, and gave up consciousness.
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The Slave Queen was surprised to be summoned that night, for she'd assumed the trial would last until dawn, and perhaps past it. But it was no more than three hours before she found herself retracing her steps to the tower and walking, head bowed, between the doors opened for her by the guards.

She found the Emperor slumped on the floor, using the bed as a backrest. In his proper shape, she could barely separate him from the darkness, save by the glint off the claw at his wing's apex as it moved, the glow of his eyes. She walked to him and kneeled, but that seemed too high with him seated on the floor. She bent forward and grasped her knees, stretching her head in front of him.

"He sleeps like one dead," the Emperor said, and the Slave Queen allowed her gaze to flicker toward the huddled shape hidden by the blankets.

"I on the other hand cannot even lie in one place for long before having to move," he said. "I usually sleep without issue. I work my body hard enough. And yet here I am."

He did not seem to invite commentary, so she remained silent.

"A massage," the Emperor said. "That and to help me tend him, for I fear that he is not well despite the Surgeon's aid. Will you do these things for me?"

She blinked, holding her body perfectly still, even her wings taut. When he made no move, spoke no other word, she said, "Do you ask me, Master?"

"Of course," he said.

"Of course," she repeated, weak with astonishment.

He reached for her face, slid his hand beneath her chin and lifted her head by it. "Shall I order you? Will it make you happier?"

"M-master," the Slave Queen said, "I am always glad to serve you."

He rolled onto his stomach there alongside the bed and spread his wings. The position was awkward, but she bent to the task anyway... and found in it more energy and contentment than she thought possible. How long she worked, she did not know... but hours, surely, long enough for her back to ache and her fingers to stiffen. Long enough for her to rise and fetch warm towels to apply to muscles that refused to stop twitching; long enough for her to break for stretching. Still, the Emperor did not doze, but remained alert, staring at the distant wall, at the reflection of his own thoughts.

Their absorption left them prey to surprise when the Ambassador said, "Are you done with learning, then?"

"Never," the Emperor said, catching the Slave Queen's hand in his and turning onto his side.

"And you, lady? Are you done with the sweetness that is this agony?" the Ambassador asked, his voice husky.

She swallowed. "I will not hurt anyone."

"No," he said. "No, I do not think there will be any more pain. Not like that."

How grave he looked... and how gaunt. How could a single evening, not even three hours, draw all the color and vibrancy from his pale skin?

"Teach me," the Emperor said.

The Ambassador reached for her then, and she met him halfway, letting him thread his fingers through her free ones. "What do you call the Slave Queen? Your pet?"

"It has been the name I've called her," the Emperor said.

"Am I mistaken in understanding it?" the Ambassador asked. "Our language experts are not so expert as they would like. "Pet" is one step above slave, one step sideways from "female.""

"You have the feel," the Emperor said.

He looked at her then with his dusky eyes. "Will you Change for us, lady?"

The Emperor's face swung to hers. Before she could look at him, before she could lose her will, she tucked her head down.

Was it pride that left both her hands in theirs? She could Change without balling her mass into as compact a space as possible, and she did, though it hurt. When she lifted her head again, she met her Emperor's eyes with alien ones, and saw the realization that made him grow so very still. He was not stupid.

"You," he said. "It was you. On the court floor, beneath my hands. While the slaves escaped, it was you I tortured."

"Yes, Master," the Slave Queen said.

"Whose idea was this?" the Emperor asked, looking from her to the Ambassador.

"Hers," the Ambassador said. "And mine. But mostly hers."

"So long ago, before you even knew him. Before you welcomed his body into your own. Before you understood the depth of his power," the Emperor said. "Even then, you conspired with him against me? An alien freak?"

She began to tremble at the words, for it took her some time to remember that the feelings she felt through her fingertips were not just hers, but the Ambassador's wary concern and the Emperor's... the Emperor's as well. The Emperor's undecipherable feelings.

"Yes," she said.

"And you did not compel her," the Emperor said, looking up at the Ambassador.

"No," the Ambassador said. "There are more ways to gain the cooperation of others than by force."

"And this is the Alliance way," the Emperor said. He frowned, thought-lost. "It works."

From the sharp surprise that stung her fingertips, the Ambassador had not expected him to make that connection. His voice did not reflect his worry. "See then, this person you have dismissed as your pet."

The Emperor nodded. "She needs a new name."

"Master?" the Slave Queen said, astonished.

""Pet" demeans her," the Ambassador agreed. "What of what you called her when first we met? Your treasure?"

"Ah, that is not much better," the Emperor said as the Slave Queen watched in disbelief. "That is also a word applied only to objects. But Treasure on the other hand... did your impoverished translators ever scribe the nuance of that word? Or did they miss it, along with the differences between beauty and Beauty?"

"Enlighten me," the Ambassador said, and through his fingertips she felt his amusement.

"A Treasure is irreplaceable," the Emperor said. "A gift of which you are not deserving."

"Still an object," the Ambassador said.

"No," the Emperor said, shaking his head. "You must think as we do. Speak completely with our tongue. For us, an abstraction is not the same as an object. In your language, you use the same referents for it. In ours, they are different. Nothing is lower than an object. Nothing is higher than an abstraction."

"Ah!" the Ambassador said, radiating his pleasure. "Then I approve. She may be your Treasure. And I am your Beauty."

"My Perfection," the Emperor said, solemn-dark through his fingers, rich and content and deep. "You have Changed. Or I have."

"And I shall call you—"

"Master!" the Emperor said, laughing.

"And for that I shall pummel you!" the Ambassador said, lifting himself as if to lunge off the bed.

The Emperor held up his crossed arms, still laughing. "Shield me from the mighty Ambassador, so weak from his trial that he is too slow to surprise me!"

The Ambassador snorted. "Alas, you speak truth." He squeezed the Slave Queen's fingers. "But there are more pleasant distractions. For instance... we have never taken her this way."

"The Surgeon did recommend normal sex," the Emperor said. "I suppose tumbling an alien-shaped Chatcaavan counts."

"But only a willing one," the Ambassador said, looking into her eyes. Through his fingers, he sent his gentle concern. "Lady?"

Through her other hand, an amazing blend of laughter, curiosity and wonder.

How had he brought them to this? To take her from object to abstraction in a matter of months... to make her own use a matter of choice.

A matter of delight.

"Oh yes," she said, and opened her arms to them both.
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And then the days began to stream past, inseparable, hour into hour, moment into moment.

—breathing into the Slave Queen's Eldritch hair, holding her palms against his.

"Do you regret this?"

Her happiness, her sorrow, coiled together like serpents—

Lisinthir supposed that weeks passed. Some part of him remembered he had official chambers. An official capacity. Duties. A neglected data tablet, probably overflowing with mail.

—getting tangled in blankets and laughing about it, laughing while nipping and tugging and passing the hekkret—

God and Lady knew what the Alliance made of his silence. He should tell them he lived.

—"And that star is the heart of the way," the Emperor said.

"An ancient constellation?" Lisinthir asked, one arm behind his head, the other twisting in the Emperor's mane.

"A new one," the Emperor said. "It points the way to the home-world."—

He wondered if Second knew where they were.

He wondered that he could not lift himself apart from this intoxication, this beauty, this perfection.

He wondered if his plan was working, or not, and could not remember which he hoped for.

—kissing an open mouth

claw-tips tickling his throat

trust in the arms of dragons—

"If he continues like this, someone will kill him," the Slave Queen whispered.

"I know," Lisinthir replied.

"His replacement will probably discount all this as perversity, strange interest in the pleasures of alien flesh," the Slave Queen said into his ear. "He will want no war."

"Then we will all be safe," Lisinthir said, and despaired.

"No pain," the Slave Queen said, though through the body she pressed along his length with such helpless desire he felt her equally helpless grief.

"No."

"No deaths."

"Only one," Lisinthir said.

"No change," she said, resting her head against his chest. He felt her ribs heave. "Why? Why can we not have both?"

"This path will lead to no good end," he said. "Didn't you tell me so yourself?"

"That was before," she whispered. "Before I was Treasure and you were Perfection and he was... was Greatness. Why can't we have this forever?"

"No one lives forever," Lisinthir said, and kissed her to silence the thoughts that her skin begged him to smother.
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Summer was near to failing the day the Slave Queen sought the Ambassador and could not find him. He was not stretched out in bed beside the sleeping Emperor nor in the deepest suite. She had to progress nearly to the door before she heard the sound of sickness in the water closet that served the receiving room.

She ran to him, and he leaped up to shut the door but she was swifter, swift enough to bar the door and see the blood dripping down his throat, his ruddy lips, and the streaks across the toilet's surface that married them. Aghast, she exclaimed, "/My lord!/"

He backed away, smearing the drops over his mouth and turning his face from hers. "I did not intend you to see this."

She reached to him, but something in his manner stopped her short of touching. "The Surgeon—"

"Don't," the Ambassador said, voice harsh. He took in a long breath. "Don't call him. I have been through this before. It will pass."

"It looks fell to me," she whispered. "Are you—"

"No," he said before she could say it. Dying. "No, only poisoned."

"Poisoned!"

He slumped over the sink, hair sliding over his shoulders to shield his face. "Every few nights now. If we are at supper, the cup is poisoned. His cup. Our cup." His head dipped forward, as if too heavy to be borne. "Someone seeks to upset the order of power."

"The court has turned," she whispered, sinking to her knees. In her breast her heart trembled, as if it had forgotten how to beat to a single rhythm.

"No," he said, threading his hair behind one ear. He swallowed, and she saw now not just his throat, but the frailty of his flesh. The translucence of his skin, so thin she could see his pulse fluttering on his neck. How easy it would be to kill him. "Understand, lady. They are using hekkret. I recognize the taste."

Was that her gasp? She barely recognized her own voice. "You. They seek to kill you."

"I do not suspect a "they,"" the Ambassador said. "But a "who.""

There was no question who would make such an attempt.

"Will you kill him?" she asked in a small voice.

He shook his head, no longer looking at her. His gaze had gone distant. "Not without proof. I am far gone into this life, lady, but not so far as that. Not so far as that."

Now she dared to touch him, to run her fingers over the hard ribs and feel the depth of the depressions between them, the tautness of the skin that stretched to cover them. "Does he know? The Emperor?"

"I don't know," the Ambassador said. "Does it matter? If he knew, what would it accomplish?"

"It would save your life!" she exclaimed, tail twitching with the agitation she fought to suppress. "He would speak with Second—"

"I smoke the hekkret to keep from dying of poison," the Ambassador said. "It works. There is no need to foment chaos over something that among Chatcaava would raise brows only in contempt."

"You cannot fear Second," she said. "You could kill him easily."

He laughed. "Not so easily as that."

"But you could," she pressed.

"I won't." Rough, hoarse. Then softer, "It would change things. I don't want things to change." The tension in his body drained out of it, and limp he drooped to the floor beside her. He put his face in his hands. "Somehow I have come here, to this. This now, this forever. Oh, lady. Everything has changed."

She uncoiled, padded to him on her hands and knees. She pressed her face against his shoulder until he uncurled, cupped her cheek in one hand. Strange to notice now how much longer the fingers were than a Chatcaavan's. Strange now to notice how hot they were. After months of accepting the differences, why did she now catalogue them with such clarity? Why did it seem so important?

"Don't die," she said, smelling blood and sickness in his mouth.

"Not yet," he said.
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Two more afternoons passed, each one more precious, more breathless than the last. The nausea receded, as he knew it would, and blood did not stain his lips again. The three of them were intertwined when someone knocked on the distant door hard enough to be heard all the way into the bedchamber. The Emperor lifted a draconic head to stare past the curtains of the bed.

"I will answer it, Master," the Slave Queen said and slid from their nest. Lisinthir remained where he was, lazily curled with his back to the Emperor's side. The dragon was playing with his hair, as he seemed wont to do; Chatcaavan manes were not so silky, or so heavy.

The Slave Queen did not immediately return, and the first prick of unease disturbed Lisinthir's contentment. Still, somehow, despite all the evidence that led to this inevitability, he did not expect to see Second appear at the entrance to the bedchamber, the Slave Queen cringing in his wake.

"So the rumors are all true," Second said. "You have reneged on your responsibilities in favor of play with your toys."

"I don't recall ever doing such a thing," the Emperor said without heat.

"You have not visited with the military for months," Second said. "You have not asked to see my list of concessions to this scaleless freak in even longer. The court is growing restless in your absence and you barely appear to show them their place, even at so trivial a function as dinner. There are worlds in our Empire that now consider the possibility of tossing off their yokes, and still you lie abed, letting some wingless freak suck the seed out of your body. You are not the male I stayed here to serve!"

"I don't like your tone, Second," the Emperor said. "I gave you your place. I can take it away."

"Then try," Second hissed. "I challenge you as unfit to rule. If you have any strength, any honor left at all, you will come to the Field and meet me there."

Before any of them could respond, Second turned, wings rattling, and marched out of the room. Lisinthir watched him go with a dry mouth, feeling through his skin the cold shock that crystallized all the Emperor's thoughts.

"Don't go," Lisinthir said.

The Emperor was already sliding off the bed. "Don't be ridiculous."

"He is only Second. His opinion of you is meaningless!"

"He is the only male I've trusted in all my life," the Emperor said. "He deserves to be answered."

"Most Exalted—"

"—Emperor, yes? That's how you finish that phrase," the Emperor snapped. "If my own Second, who has followed me so long, sees fit to challenge my fitness for the role, then he will be answered. I will not look away from a fight."

The Emperor finished pulling on his robe and turned to the Slave Queen, framing her narrow face in his hands. "You. You remember the commands I gave you when first I took you twenty-five revolutions past."

Her pupils dilated, then she stammered, "You said to hide—"

"In the event of a challenge from someone who might actually win," the Emperor finished. "Yes. Those directions. That hiding place. Go there now and wait for me. Do not leave with anyone but me." He ran his thumb across the long rim of her mouth. "I gave you those orders then to protect my property. Now I give them to protect my Treasure. Go swiftly, and I will come to you when it is done."

Her eyes flicked toward Lisinthir, then back to the Emperor's, who released her and strode from the room, stiff-tailed and wings tightly furled.

"I go," the Slave Queen whispered. "And you? This is what you hoped for when you began this."

Lisinthir pulled himself from the bed and began dressing.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm going down there," Lisinthir said. "I orchestrated this, in all my witless arrogance. The least I can do is witness."

The Slave Queen watched him dress, holding her arms. Sadly, she said, "Second was always afraid of you."

"Yes," Lisinthir said, understanding now, ages too late. Sympathizing now, months past any use. "Now go you to your hiding place."

She slipped out, swift and silent as a ghost. Lisinthir finished dressing and ran headlong down the long stairs with no thought to the safety of his pace, nor to the white pain that immediately sprang up along his side. He had once had the condition to fight several duels in the snow in succession and never pant, but what time and discipline had bought him, hekkret, alcohol and poor feeding had stolen. By the time he arrived the stage had been set. Against a star-filled sunset, cold and red, Second stood with outstretched wings, facing the Emperor as he descended from the table to meet him. Lisinthir didn't take his place on the second pillow but remained in chilled silence near the arch, steadying himself against it, little caring who saw him weak enough to need its support. In a few minutes it wouldn't matter anyway—either the Emperor would prevail and he would be shielded, or the Emperor would die and Lisinthir with him. He didn't need to look at the hostile, alien faces encircling the lawn to know what they wanted to do with him. To him.

"You came," Second said.

"You challenged," the Emperor said. "I give you one chance to take back your words and turn your back on this fight."

"I will not," Second said.

"Then you shall die," the Emperor said, and leaped for him.

Lisinthir remembered the Emperor's brutal vitality from earlier fights. He'd witnessed its effects on his own body when the Emperor had been holding back. Some part of him had believed in the invincibility of the male.

That part of him died when Second opened a gaping hole on the Emperor's back, separating part of the wing.

With a howl, the Emperor fell on him and they rolled to the ground, blood spraying from their ripping talons. Lisinthir clenched the stone, trying to gauge who was winning and seeing only blood.

"Give up this meaningless duel," the Emperor said, backing away. Both he and Second were dripping now. There were tears in Second's brittle wings that Lisinthir suspected would never heal.

"I shall not!" Second hissed.

"I am your Emperor! I command your obedience!"

"If you are my Emperor, then you will kill me for my insolence!" Second said, and dove for his neck.

With an elegance as feral as it was beautiful, the Emperor intercepted Second's lunge and tore out his throat. The other male landed hard on the grass and twitched. He tried to rise but failed, and did not rise again.

The Emperor rolled him onto his back, staring fiercely into Second's eyes as the life in them faded and died. Then he flared his black wings and screamed, and there was triumph and anger in his voice, and such was its power that a tense silence fell over the watchers.

"I AM EMPEROR HERE!" the male cried. "DEFY ME AND DIE!"

Lisinthir trembled at the Emperor's magnificence and at the depth of his own response. Lost. He was lost. Had lost everything—his way, his balance, his focus, his reason for being here. It had all been replaced. Beneath an unforgiving red light, he stared down the truth of his heart and gave in.

The Emperor's court—so very much his, now—was milling around him in uncomfortable obsequiousness. As they made their attempts to curry favor, Lisinthir turned.

Not fast enough to avoid the Emperor glancing in his direction; not fast enough to avoid meeting his eyes—

—challenge

hunger

resolve—

Almost, almost Lisinthir walked into that group to join him. Almost. He managed instead to turn and retreat to the tower, to the bed, to wait.
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"So it has come to this," the Surgeon said.

The Slave Queen bowed her head, hands fanned on her elbows and wings drooped.

"Come," he said, opening the clinic door for her. As she entered, the Surgeon said to Triage, "You will leave. Do not return until I send for you. Do not try to enter until I send for you. You will find the doors locked."

It was a sign of the Surgeon's stature that the male did not protest, but set aside the work he had been occupying himself with and exited. How that door shut with such finality, trapping her inside this place with its far-too-vivid mosaics of dying, mutilated Chatcaava! The Slave Queen shuddered.

A blanket dropped around her shoulders, bunching over her wing arms.

"Come," the Surgeon said. "You can wait in my office. Unless you must lie down?"

"No," the Slave Queen whispered. "I could not close my eyes."

He gestured assent and led her to his office... a place without windows, a fortress against hostility and changes in the dynasty. The round room held no books, no scrolls, nothing but more of the devastating murals, glittering with mica dust and gem chips in the low light of a lamp over a single desk. Several chairs were set against the walls. The room did not comfort, but neither did medicine with all its cruelties.

"Who was it?" the Surgeon asked, surprising her as much as the blanket had. She had thought him beyond such curiosities.

"Second," she said. Why could she not summon more volume from her throat? Her collar seemed to crush her neck, throttling her words there.

The Surgeon said, "It should not last long, then."

She glanced up at him. He looked at her impassively and said, "Second is old."

Wings rattling beneath her hands as she oiled them. Layers of tiny scales that had accumulated around his eyes. Striations in his brittle horns. But still he had fang and claw enough to kill.

The Slave Queen lit on the edge of one of the chairs, letting the blanket side down her back. She caught its edges at her waist and pulled them snug up around her body, hiding her arms beneath them. And still she shivered as she waited, forcing her mind into blank silence.

Footsteps in the hall. She looked up, held her breath.

The Emperor placed a hand against the door frame. He dripped blood and sweat, his torn wings flapping free of his sides. "I require your aid," he said.

The Surgeon glanced at him. "You are standing."

"Yes," the Emperor said. "Fix my wings, curse it."

Without another word, the Surgeon stood and walked through the door, and the Emperor followed. As if tugged by an invisible leash, the Slave Queen trailed behind them. She folded herself into a corner of the main clinic as the Surgeon worked in silence, without anesthetic, with the efficiency of one accustomed to far more grievous wounds. Beneath his ministrations the Emperor bared his teeth but made no noise. Only the wet sounds of flesh being sealed and blood spattering on the floor broke the quiet, and the Slave Queen imagined herself in a dream.

"You'll fly," the Surgeon said, putting his tools in the bath. As he washed his hands, he said, "Perhaps a week for the wings. The rest of you should be serviceable tomorrow." He dried his hands. "Congratulations."

"Does it matter to you?" the Emperor asked. "Who is king in this place."

"No," the Surgeon said.

The Emperor chuckled, but the sound lacked humor and soul. "Spoken as one Outside."

"Yes," the Surgeon said. "You may go whenever you please, though you are free to stay, as always."

The Emperor said, "Thank you for the maintenance of this place as a haven."

"It is in my interests," the Surgeon said. "Do you have more need of me?"

"No," the Emperor said. "Go."

The Surgeon left.

The sigh the Emperor loosed deflated him entirely until he slumped, his hands bracing himself on the edge of the clinic table. She had expected fatigue, not this dejection. On hesitant hands and knees she crawled toward him, as quietly as possible so as not to disturb his peace.

Fluorescent eyes opened, met hers. "Don't," he said. "Stand and walk to me."

Startled, she hastened to her feet and did so.

"It is done," the Emperor said. "You are safe."

"And the Empire," the Slave Queen ventured.

He laughed, and she hoped never to hear such a laugh again. He touched her jaw. "None will lift a hand against me tonight. It is safe for you to go back to your tower."

Her heart whispered the words to her, and she spoke them. "Must I, Master?"

He looked at her.

"I... I would comfort you. If I could," she said.

Some wonder lifted the weight in his eyes... not much, but enough. The Emperor touched the backs of his fingers to her cheek, on the soft skin beneath her eye. It was not his gesture, but the Ambassador's, but somehow they had traded it, made it seem natural. "And I believe you would," he said. "But ah, my Treasure. There is something else I must handle first. Someone else."

The Slave Queen swallowed. "You will not hurt him."

"Hurt him? Should I?" the Emperor asked.

"He planned this," the Slave Queen whispered, knowing even as she said it that she shouldn't, but that there was no middle ground between the two males in her life. No room for dishonesty. "He planned your downfall."

"Did he?" the Emperor said, and now the amusement in his voice, so gentle and so tired, was true. Was unbelievable. "Did he truly know what he bought when he walked into that marketplace?"

She choked on her laugh, on its helplessness. "No," she said. "I do not think he knew."

"He couldn't," the Emperor said. "Just as I couldn't. None of us knew what would unfold beneath us when the wind bore us away." He brought her head to his, her forehead to his, warmth and patience and a stillness that she could not name, could only adore. "But I must still deal with him."

"Should I not be there?" she asked. "If we have all flown into the unknown... "

"No," he said and touched the tip of her nose. "No. He deserves this confrontation without you to distract him. For you distract him, my Treasure... oh, how you distract him."

"And you?" she asked, her heart fluttering.

"And me," he said after a pause.

She closed her eyes as the warmth spread from her face through her body, all the way to the ends of her fingertips and tattered wings. Almost she could imagine them whole, able to feel sensation again. "I will do as you ask."

"Thank you," he said. "Go now, then. Rest."

"And tomorrow?" she asked. "What shape will tomorrow take?"

"Would that I knew," he said. "Ah, my Treasure. Would that I knew."
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How long he waited, Lisinthir did not know... only that the waiting was uncomfortable, but that he could not bear for it to end. Stretched on the bed he had spent so many nights on, learned so much on. It smelled of their sweat and pleasure, of hekkret, incense, spilled brandy. He had straightened the rumpled sheets so that the moonlight fell over it in straight lines, sliced by the narrow windows, but it held the memory still of their bodies. Beneath his back he could still sense the damp fabric, the spots chafed raw by friction.

Their bed.

He rested his cheek against an outstretched arm and closed his eyes, one bar of light across one side of his face, the other in the dark. A breeze, high and clean and promising autumn, occasionally wiped the room clear of scent and presence.

Perhaps that was why the voice at the door could surprise him, unheralded, disguised by the wind.

"You were waiting for me." So quietly.

"Did you expect me to flee?" Lisinthir asked without opening his eyes. He could see the shape of his heart's response better that way.

The bed dimpled, and a claw traced the underside of his arm from wrist to ribs before spreading there, bringing with it a solemnity, a composure, an exhausted tenderness that was too much to bear without sight to give it form. Lisinthir looked up at the Emperor and found him whole. He reached for the trailing edge of the wing. "The Surgeon reattached them."

The Emperor watched his hand move, and his thoughts turned bittersweet. "It is the easiest of injuries to heal to a vane. Even in his battle rage, Second could not demean me by ripping open my wings." His voice grew distant, the regret more defined. "Second has been Second since I began my tenure here. He was a powerful male."

"And now a dead one," Lisinthir said. He rose onto one elbow, far enough to grasp the Emperor's shoulder and tug it toward him.

"And now what?" the Emperor asked, though his breath caught and Lisinthir felt through their touch the helplessness of his desire. "I have not even washed the blood from my body and still you want me?"

"Yes," Lisinthir said, and let the truth of it open his throat around the word.

The Emperor bent over him, his hands pressing on Lisinthir's shoulders, black on moon-pale white. "And will you open my wings in our fight for domination?"

"No," Lisinthir said, hopelessly, calmly... openly. "You have won."

He drew back then, just a little. "You jest."

"No," Lisinthir said. His defenses against change, against pain, against everything had fallen.

"The Slave Queen tells me you planned this," the Emperor said, tracing his cheekbone to his ear. "That you plotted my downfall."

"Yes," Lisinthir said.

"Just like this, you admit it," the Emperor said. "With my talons near your throat."

Lisinthir closed his eyes again. "It is a night for candor." When he opened them, what he felt through their skins steadied him, stripped him bare. He could name it, though still he could scarcely believe it. "Ask all that you wish to ask."

"Why?" the Emperor asked. "Why did you do it?"

"When I began?" Lisinthir replied, letting the talons stroke his throat, his forehead, his ear, knowing the gesture lacked the anger that would have made it a threat. "To save the Alliance. To have your own depose you in disgust so you would not live to test the Empire's strength against the Alliance, as you did against me."

"Would that have been so bad a thing?" the Emperor asked gently. "If it had resulted in what we share now? Revolution can be transformative. In a good way, Perfection."

"There is never a guarantee," Lisinthir said, and the Emperor stopped him with a tap to his lips.

"And that is a reason ever to stop," the Chatcaavan said. "To never try. To never risk. Such a wingless thought, my Perfection, my Beauty."

Lisinthir kissed the fingertip. "Perhaps," he said. "But that was only in the beginning. By the middle... " He drew in a long breath, found his ribs shuddering, "by the middle I saw what you could become, and I wanted to see you to that end."

"Thinking that end would soften me," the Emperor said.

"No," Lisinthir replied. "By that time it didn't matter that it might have consequences. It was so important... it was so beautiful, so Beautiful... it couldn't be stopped. I couldn't stand in its way."

"And this change," the Emperor said. "Tell me. What you see now, with those strange, twilight eyes."

"You took me into yourself," Lisinthir said. "And now you have the best of me."

"The best of you," the Emperor murmured.

"Perhaps that is the point of the Change," Lisinthir said. "Not to lose yourself in others, not to contest with aliens at a bone-deep level... but to learn them, understand them, and encompass the best of them."

"And this I have done," the Emperor said, and nodded, an entirely Eldritch gesture that still suited him. "So, you sought to bring me down, and then you lost your way."

"I did not just lose my way," Lisinthir said. "I lost. I thought to make you less than what you were, and instead I have made you more. I thought to destroy you, and you are uplifted. I thought to rid the Alliance of a potential enemy... and I have made her a new friend." Some spark of their previous challenges lit in his eyes and he grinned at the Emperor. "I dare you to disagree."

"I could not," the Emperor said softly, stroking his collarbone. "So, I have won."

Through that finger, that self-conscious finger tracing the length of the bone, rang a helpless vulnerability... and through it, Lisinthir felt the warmth that had no name in modern Chatcaavan. Fortunately, Universal named it. As did the Eldritch tongue. Stories had turned on it, had driven its legendary heroes to despair and saved them from the consequences of their crazed acts in its name. And the thought that it could kindle here, in the heart of the most brutal, the most depraved court in all the known worlds....

Lisinthir took both the Emperor's arms in his hands. "We have fought the war between the Alliance and the Empire," he said. "Now claim the spoils."

The Emperor laughed... but also bore him down and took him. And perhaps the Alliance claimed victory for the next encounter. And then again, a defeat, and a victory, and they mapped the battles as they'd fought them for months, from the beginning to the end, save that all the fighting was blunted by tenderness and understanding, so hard-won. They had not finished this history until near dawn, when they were both sated and exhaustion blurred Lisinthir's vision. Still he felt the Chatcaavan slowly running a hand through his long white hair, and with every brush of fingers to scalp, Lisinthir tasted his despair and did not have the words or the energy left to ask. He slowly passed into the realm of dreams, and found light and running water there, enough to last him until he drifted awake and found the sunlight real, embracing his body with warmth and well-being.

The Eldritch woke slowly, his limbs aching in the pleasurable way that whispered reminders of exertion. Still, something seemed out of place; something had brought him awake earlier than accustomed.

The bed was empty.

Lisinthir sat upright in the tangled sheets. It had been so long since he'd woken alone without a hand guiding his face toward an inquisitive gaze or an arm draped over his hips, so long that alarms rang in his heart. He pulled on a dressing gown and went in search of the Emperor or the Slave Queen.

When had he last truly looked at the chambers he'd come to live in, recognized the shell-deep design with its nestled rooms leading to the heart of the suite? As he spiraled out toward the antechamber and receiving room, he passed anew the rooms through which he'd long since earned passage and felt anew their strangeness: the chairs designed with low or narrow backs for wings, the cups with their broad mouths or spouts, the books, tall and thin, on shallow shelves. And as always, the mosaics, so careful, so beautifully planned, and in this suite full of images of planets, of distant space, maps and ships and males exerting dominion over fallen foes.

He found the Emperor in a room he'd never seen in use, a study without a balcony, dense with books and tablets and viewscreens, a room devoid of any memories they'd made. The male was seated at a desk, dressed in a casual robe and his sleeping pants, frowning at something on a tablet and writing with the other hand.

When he reached the door, the Emperor looked up at him, and Lisinthir paused, uncertain. There was more distance between them than he could have crossed with footsteps, and the hard shine in the Emperor's eyes was more than could be explained by their alien shape. Had he not known to look for the secrets they'd shared the previous night, he would not have seen the softness lurking in the male's gaze.

By reflex alone did Lisinthir catch the data tablet thrown at him.

"Pack," the Emperor said. "You're leaving."

"What?" Lisinthir asked, startled. "Where am I going?"

"Back to the Alliance," the Emperor said. "I'm sending you away."

Lisinthir's body chilled and his heart stumbled. "You can't do that!"

"I can and I have. Your shuttle arrives this afternoon."

The edges of the data tablet dug into Lisinthir's hands as he clutched it. For several minutes he was unable to move, his mouth so dry he could barely swallow as he stared at the dragon, so rigid in his seat.

"Why?" he whispered.

The Emperor clenched one hand on the desk, then slowly opened it again. "When you first began to show your horns, Second warned me that you were the most dangerous threat the Empire had ever faced. That you would claim too much power, would change us, would distract us." He lifted his head, letting a fraction of his anguish rise in his gaze. "I need you. I want you. I think of you every minute I live. You. Not my Empire. No male has broken a horn off me in all my life. But you... you have slowed me down. It is enough. You have changed me as it is, and for that I... yes, I thank you. But I must cast you away, before we go too far."

Lisinthir walked to him, reached out to him. When the Emperor did not lift a hand, he went to a knee.

"Don't send me away," he whispered.

The Emperor touched his jaw and his fingers seared Lisinthir with his hunger, his anger, his regret... his total certainty. He had built a wall in his heart and could hold him distant with it. "Don't beg," he said, and leaned down to lick the Eldritch's lips with a long, cool tongue. He pulled away, eyes closed, then shivered and said, "Go."

"Exalted—"

"Go."

This could not be happening to him. To them. He opened his mouth to use the word, the truth that lay between them.

"NO!" the Emperor said, command so desperate that Lisinthir could not disobey. Beloved, oh beloved. Merely let me say your name—

"No," the Emperor said. "Go now, before it's too late."

Lisinthir stumbled to his feet and out of the chamber. Out of the suite completely, where he stood, shaking, unable to fathom where to go or what to do. He almost turned back... but then he remembered the depth of the Emperor's agony, the effort it had cost to build himself enough of a fortress to say the words. To tear that down—he did not have it in him.

He stood outside the suite and shuddered, struggling for composure and feeling only raw and numb. His feet began walking, though he could not remember deciding where to go; eventually they led him down the tower's stairs, over the arcade, past the halls that seemed to echo, magnifying his footsteps. The walk seemed longer than he remembered, and even as he climbed the harem's steps he knew it would be the last time, and he denied it, body and soul, and the denial shortened the walk.

The Slave Queen sat at her window, watching the heart-rending dawn. She heard him and turned, reaching toward him with gladness... and then the gladness faded. When he did not advance, she did for them both and took his hands, pressing them against her cheek. Her realization spilled through her skin like blood.

"He has sent you away," she whispered.

"I have made him too slow," Lisinthir whispered back. "He casts me away before it is too late."

The Slave Queen said softly, "He must. It is his only choice."

"I don't want to go," Lisinthir said, beginning to shake. "Oh, God, my lady... I don't know how to go back!"

"No," she said, wrapping her arms around him and pressing her head against his chest. "Do not /weep./" She licked his skin, distracting him.

"I don't want to go back," he said, dropping his head so he could rest it on hers and catching her in his arms. He hugged her so tightly he felt her pain, her supplication, her—yes. Her love. "I don't know how to go back."

She said, "You pack your trunks. The servants take them to the groundport. And then you walk, step by step, to the shuttle."

"What will you do?" he asked, resting his chin against her hair, breathing in the spice of her, the sorrow.

"I don't know," she said. "But I will stay with him, and see what the shape of tomorrow is like." She swallowed. "/My lord/... is this—this is—"

"Yes," he said, and did not know until then that he was weeping by the saltwater sorrow on his lips when he spoke. "This is /love./"

She said nothing, eyes closed. Then, "When first you taught me of being a person, I thought it was only pain. It took me months to reach its joy." A shivering pause, and then her voice so tiny and vulnerable. "Love will be like that, yes?"

"Yes," he said, and pulled himself apart while he still could.

She looked up at him with those orange eyes, so open, so clear. "I will serve him for you," she said.

He bowed his head, fighting. Somehow, he won. Somehow, he let her go and stepped away. Somehow, he turned his back on her, on everything he'd accomplished—everything he'd won, glorious and excruciating—and walked to his suite. He packed and silent servants took his trunk away. He followed them, step by step, to the groundport and the waiting shuttle. He did not allow himself to pause too long, one hand steadying him against the metal skin of the shuttle, only tarried long enough to feel that this wet wind, sea-tossed, was colder than he remembered, to see that the deep sky had grown taller, even more inaccessible. That the horizon had receded, now so distant he could not separate it from the sky.

Lisinthir boarded the shuttle and strapped himself into his seat to prevent himself from lunging for the door before it closed. As the crew ran through their pre-flight checks, he stared at the ring on his finger, the cold red ruby with its rearing drake. He chafed it with his thumb, slowly, over and over until his skin began to burn and flush.

The shuttle's roar ran through his bones. The pull of the planet began to fade, gradually replaced by the shuttle's heavier gravity. At last he understood the magnitude of what had transpired.

He was leaving.

Lisinthir cast off the restraints and stumbled to the viewport, staring out the back of the shuttle as the throneworld receded. He pushed an arm up against the glass, trying to see more clearly, to hold the planet in view for longer, but the speed of technology had no heart, knew not mercy or gentleness. It swept the world out of sight and replaced it with the smeared darkness of Wellspace, carrying him away.

"Ambassador... has there ever been something you wanted more than anything?" Her voice, so distant through the tunnel of memory.

"Yes, lady."

"And could you have it?"

"No, lady. At least... not in the way I could want it."

Not in the way that he could want it. And yet now he could, and he had, and he was leaving it behind.

Hanging between the Empire and the Alliance, Lisinthir pressed his forehead to his arm and wept, for misery, for regret, for the home that was now barred to him. Three of a Chatcaavan's lifetimes an Eldritch lived, and he would spend all three of them alone.

[image: ***]

The Emperor came to her that night, in the silence, the utter and complete silence of her harem tower. She had been trying to arrange dead flowers in a vase ever since she'd seen the contrail mar the afternoon sky, and her listlessness was so complete that she did not have the strength to crumble the dry petals, even by accident.

The Emperor put a hand on her arm, stopping her. Wordless, she turned to him for comfort and he folded her into his arms. That, too, the Ambassador had taught him. Her /lord/ and their beloved, now sped. Had she once been so rash as to say she cared not how distant he was so long as he lived? Poor comfort that, now that he was gone impossibly far.

"You know why it had to be done," he said.

"Yes," she replied and trembled.

He knew enough to recognize her shaking for the memory of tears and drew her with him to the couch. There he sat and guided her head onto his lap, and he stroked her dark hair and untangled it, for she'd forgotten to brush it, and to eat, and to bathe or drink or nearly breathe.

"Tomorrow will be busy," he said. "There is no Second, nor a Third; they will need to be replaced. And Second was right—I have neglected much of my work." He took a long breath. "The rumblings of mutiny were not exaggerations. The next months will not be easy on us."

She roused herself to look at him, to say in a shaking voice, "On us?"

"On us," he said. "It falls to us alone now." He stroked her cheek. "Or did you think that I would become what I was before by sending him away?"

"I did not know what to think, Master," she whispered. "I did not think."

"Nor did I. And here we are." He looked toward the window, his face moon-tinted ruddy red and silver. "But I would not give up these months for stability or peace. I would not give them up for Second living at my side." A long breath through flared nostrils. "Not for anything, my Treasure. Not even for a soul free of remorse and regret." He looked down at her with his fierce yellow eyes, and she froze beneath them.

"Will you forgive me?" he asked.

"Master?" she whispered.

"For all that I have done to you. For all that I have done to others," he said. "And will you stand by my side instead of kneeling at my feet, give me comfort, accept my protection?"

"Master!" the Slave Queen exclaimed, shocked.

He touched her mouth, silencing her. When she grew still, the Emperor said softly, "Will you be my Queen Ransomed?"

The ferocity in his eyes... it was not anger, not violence.

It was love.

For her.

"Oh, Master," she said.

"No," he said. "In this I am not your master. The choice must be yours alone." A wry smile. "You must give consent, and for that you must be free to choose, to say yes, to say no. If you decline I will try to find you a safe place to go where no one will think to seek you."

"Yes!" she said before he could continue. She found herself laughing, helpless with joy, with ludicrous joy that could somehow co-exist with her mourning. "Yes, I will stand by your side. Yes, I will be your comfort as you are my protection. Yes, I will be your Queen Ransomed. Yes, yes, yes!"

"Then as in the old histories, I will be your lord," he said, pressing his forehead to hers.

"And I will be your queen," she whispered, quivering. "Oh, my lord. I am so afraid. We are only two, and the Empire is legion."

"We will change things," the Emperor said. "One soul at a time. Ah!" When she began to protest, he touched her mouth. "No. There is no room for fear. If we fail... if we fail, at least we made the endeavor. And is it not worthy?"

She nodded, then wrapped her arms around his waist. He resumed stroking her mane and she closed her eyes. Thought of the view out her window.

"Mas—my lord. Will you have no time at all tomorrow?"

"I don't know," he said. "Perhaps a little. Is there something my Queen Ransomed requires?"

"Only a wish," she said, thinking of a day so long ago it seemed shrouded in mist and incense. "The sea. Could I see the sea?"

"You want to walk on the shore?" he asked, a touch of amusement in his voice, of the curiosity for which he was notorious. "Why?"

"Because I have never felt the ocean's touch," she said. "Have you?"

"Yes," he said, tickling her nose with one finger-tip. "It's cold and wet and dries in a crust on your skin. But if you wish it, I will escort you there. You will feel it for yourself."

She smiled. And it was bittersweet and it was heart-breaking, but it was also joy and bearable.

After a while, she said, "I will miss him."

The Emperor said, "I already do."
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    Given a choice, Lisinthir Nase Galare would have stayed in the Chatcaavan Empire to help its reformed Emperor and Queen remake the worlds in their image. But when his presence proved a threat to the Emperor’s attempts, he bowed to necessity and accepted an exile that he thought would kill him… for what was left without duty and the company of the beloved? Adding insult to injury, his escort home included two psychiatrists, as if he was something broken and in need of therapy… and one of them was another Eldritch. Did they expect him to spill his soul to anyone without the courage to make his sacrifices, and to a member of a species he now considered completely craven? And would he even have the chance, when the Emperor’s enemies had a vested interest in never letting him see the other side of the border?


    Xenotherapists Jahir and Vasiht’h of the novels Mindtouch and Mindline make an appearance in this second book of the Princes’ Game, and the game is as large as the fate of three nations and millions of worlds. Perhaps there’s a role for an additional prince on the playing field….
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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

Lisinthir Nase Galare: lihs-ihn-THEER nah-SEH gahl-AWR-eh. In the first name, the vowel sound in the first two syllables rhymes with "mist," and the last with "fear." Some people have also said it "LEASE-en-THEER" and not irritated him. I recommend the first pronunciation. Galare is also occasionally pronounced "gahl-AWE-ray." Either is acceptable.




Chatcaava: shot-CAH-vah. First syllable equal to the word "shot", second two syllables rhyming with "ah!" the exclamation. Some readers may wonder why the double vowel in the middle syllable, which does not correspond to the change in the English pronunciation; in the Chatcaavan writing system, stress is indicated by doubled vowels. Sorry for the confusion. They insisted.




Khaska/Laniis: kahs-kah and lah-NEES (rhymes with, "Ah, niece!").




Bethsaida: beth-SYE-dah. The middle syllable rhyming with "my."




Liolesa: lee-OH-less-AH. Like "Violetta" except with an 'ee' sound at the beginning.




Imthereli: The other House that produced Lisinthir is pronounced ihm-there-EHL-ee.




Various race/species names: Tam-illee is said tahm ee-lee or tom ih-lee depending on the person. Seersa is, counter-intuitively SHEER-sah. This is important; any other pronunciation will get you stared at. Glaseah is glah-SEH-ah or glah-SAY-ah depending on the person. Hinichi is said hee-nee-chee, simply enough. The Aera say their race name ah-EER-ah. Stress in that language is indicated with a carat that I've spared you. Malarai is mahl-are-eye.


  The Species of the Alliance

The Alliance is mostly composed of the Pelted, a group of races that segregated and colonized worlds based (more or less) on their visual characteristics. Having been engineered from a mélange of uplifted animals, it’s not technically correct to refer to any of them as “cats” or “wolves,” since any one individual might have as many as six or seven genetic contributors: thus the monikers like “foxine” and “tigraine” rather than “vulpine” or “tiger.” However, even the Pelted think of themselves in groupings of general animal characteristics, so for the ease of imagining them, I’ve separated them that way.

The Pelted

The Quasi-Felids: The Karaka’An, Asanii, and Harat-Shar comprise the most cat-like of the Pelted, with the Karaka’An being the shortest and digitigrade, the Asanii being taller and plantigrade, and the Harat-Shar including either sort but being based on the great cats rather than the domesticated variants.

The Quasi-Canids: The Seersa, Tam-illee, and Hinichi are the most doggish of the Pelted, with the Seersa being short and digitigrade and foxish, the Tam-illee taller, plantigrade and also foxish, and the Hinichi being wolflike.

Others: Less easily categorized are the Aera, with long, hare-like ears, winged feet and foxish faces, the felid Malarai with their feathered wings, and the Phoenix, tall bipedal avians.

The Centauroids: Of the Pelted, two species are centauroid in configuration, the short Glaseah, furred and with lower bodies like lions but coloration like skunks and leathery wings on their lower backs, and the tall Ciracaana, who have foxish faces but long-legged cat-like bodies.

Aquatics: One Pelted race was engineered for aquatic environments: the Naysha, who look like mermaids would if mermaids had sleek, hairless, slightly rodent-like faces and the lower bodies of dolphins.

 

Other Species

Humanoids: Humanity fills this niche, along with their estranged cousins, the esper-race Eldritch.

True Aliens: Of the true aliens, four are known: the shapeshifting Chatcaava, whose natural form is draconic (though they are mammals); the gentle heavyworlder Faulfenza, who are furred and generally regarded to be attractive; the aquatic Platies, who look like colorful flatworms and can communicate reliably only with the Naysha, and the enigmatic Flitzbe, who are quasi-vegetative and resemble softly furred volleyballs that change color depending on their mood.
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  About the Author

Daughter of two Cuban political exiles, M.C.A. Hogarth was born a foreigner in the American melting pot and has had a fascination for the gaps in cultures and the bridges that span them ever since. She has been many things—web database architect, product manager, technical writer and massage therapist—but is currently a full-time parent, artist, writer and anthropologist to aliens, both human and otherwise. She is the author of over 50 titles in the genres of science fiction, fantasy, humor and romance.

The Princes' Game series is only one of the many stories set in the Paradox Pelted universe; more information is available on the author’s website. You can also sign up for the author’s quarterly newsletter to be notified of new releases.

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review… or telling a friend! (Or both!)
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