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In the multicultural
Alliance, aliens mingle with humans and the Pelted, gengineered
offspring of human experiments, in a vast and mostly peaceful
communion. The mindlinked xeno-therapists Jahir, one of the rare
Eldritch, and Vasiht'h, a furred centauroid, work on a starbase
teeming with members of multiple races and species, where they ply
their special brand of dream-therapy on the over-stressed members
of their community. These case studies are a series of vignettes
about living and working among these diverse species.
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 Case
Study: Nest

 


The Phoenix entered their room, swept it with
a single cursory glance, and said, "There is no place to sleep,"
and turned to go.

The mindline between his auditors spiked with
their combined anxiety, for as therapists who worked primarily with
dreams they couldn't work if their patients refused to sleep.
"Wait!" Jahir said. "We'll have something tomorrow. Come at the
same time."

The alien eyed them both with its uncanny
gaze... and then left. In that silence, they deflated, the agitated
colors in the mindline growing pale and finally collapsing into
neutral gray. Vasiht'h reached for the data tablet on the table and
said, "So now we have a day to... ah... let's see. Build a
nest."

"What kind of nests do Phoenixae sleep in?"
Jahir asked.

"Looks like... an adherent nest," Vasiht'h
said, scrolling through the samples. Jahir didn't have to look over
his shoulder; through their link he saw a hazy image: "Like a cup
with a long back-rest. It's made of found objects... every nest has
to be unique."

"So... to the park," Jahir said. As he opened
the door for his shorter partner, he added, "Of all the things I
expected we'd be doing as therapists, I admit this is one of the
last."

"Tell me about it!"

Several hours later they were in their office
again with a cart of supplies and bric-a-brac.

"How big do you think we should make it?"
Jahir asked, lifting a branch with a faint frown.

"You're only a little shorter than a
Phoenix," Vasiht'h said. "We'll just make it to your measure with a
little extra."

"Right."

They fell asleep on the floor next to their
attempt and spent all of the morning completing it, until at last
Vasiht'h said wearily, "Well, give it a try."

Jahir glanced askance at it, then shrugged
and stepped into the low pouch. The image Vasiht'h reflected back
to him, of his face peeking out of it like a powder-pale baby bird,
made him bark a sudden laugh. He twisted around. "Are you sure it's
wide enough? Do they have broader shoulders or narrower?"

"Narrower, on average, if the data's right,"
Vasiht'h said. "Do you need a hand getting out?"

"No, I'm fine," Jahir said, clambering out of
it. Together they surveyed their handiwork: a roughly woven thing
of branches from the park, held together with twine and what seemed
like a day's worth of sweat, mounted on a wooden tablet so it could
be rolled away and stored when they were seeing patients who were
fine with napping on a couch.

When the Phoenix returned, they watched with
seeming nonchalance as he inspected their offering, but the
mindline between them shimmered with worry like heat waves rising
off crete. Their patient lifted his head, about to speak, when he
halted. Frowned. Tilted his head and looked sideways at the nest
with that bird-like quality that so many found unsettling.

"What is this?" he said, pointing at
something with a golden talon.

They peered into the nest. "Oh," Jahir said,
"I'm sorry that's some of my hair—"

"Ah! Very unsual!" The Phoenix hopped into
the nest, all its feathers rustling. "I sleep in a nest full of
Eldritch hair. Very unusual!" And closed its eyes.

Jahir and Vasiht'h exchanged looks, and in
silence, the former endured a great deal of laughter.
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 Case Study: Language

 


Through the mindline came concern, faint as
rain pattering. Vasiht'h twisted his upper body around and looked
over his back to find Jahir approaching with a mug and a pitcher.
His partner sat beside him amid the pillows and glanced at the
vista: the balcony, the perfect blue sky through which the base's
distant Spindle could be seen as a paler blue lattice.

"Refill?" Jahir asked. "It's kerinne."

"Please," Vasiht'h said, offering his cup for
more of the thick cinnamon drink. They drank in companionable
silence, the mindline hanging fallow between them.

At last, Jahir asked, "What are you
thinking?"

"About language."

"It was rather astonishing," Jahir said.

The dreaming mind of the Seersa who'd been
their last patient lingered, clear enough to Vasiht'h's
recollection that he could almost think the way she had. He
grappled with expression—something she would rarely have done, if
his sense of her mind was true. "I was thinking about my people's
language. How it became vestigial."

"We didn't discuss that much in school,"
Jahir said. "Other than to note that the Glaseah abandoned it in
favor of direct communion."

Vasiht'h smiled, because the words were
almost curt, but the mindline between them was suffused with the
soft peach color of his partner's desire to be gentle. "It was
never much more than a construct anyway. The Pelted gengineers who
made us wanted to give us a language of our own, so they created
one for us. We never took to it... mostly we spoke Universal until
the discovery that so many of us were born espers there wasn't any
need to maintain our own language. So we discarded it."

"And yet," Jahir murmured.

"And yet," Vasiht'h said, "that Seersan
woman... she wasn't even a linguist and she knew at least half a
dozen languages—"

"More, I think," Jahir said.

"More!" Vasiht'h shook her head. "And her
thoughts... it was as if when she ran into a mental block, she just
switched languages and found a way around it."

"Do you think in a language?"

"I don't know," Vasiht'h said. "Universal, I
guess. But I wonder...is that what we gave up when we abandoned
Glaseahn? The few words we retained... they do give a... a flavor
to things. Would we have been different people if only we'd kept
it?"

"Possibly," Jahir said. Then rousing himself
with a distinct, iron-tang taste to the mindline, "Probably.
Probably."

Vasiht'h glanced at him. "Do you think in
Universal also?"

A twinge came over the mindline, sour like a
stomachache. "Sometimes," Jahir said. "More often than not, now."
The taint cleared from their link as he continued, "Universal has a
much broader vocabulary, more technical terms. It's easier to be
precise in it, particularly about technology and multicultural
issues."

"And your own tongue?" Vasiht'h asked,
careful. He knew Jahir better now, enough to more fully respect the
Eldritch's reticence. When they'd first met in college, his
curiosity had often been... a trifle blunt. He'd meant no harm, but
had little notion of the depth of the waters he'd been treading.
"What does the Eldritch language teach?"

"To be careful. Very very careful."

Vasiht'h let that stand. He sipped his now
tepid kerinne. "Maybe we should learn more languages. To understand
our patients better."

"God and Lady," Jahir said. "We have enough
trouble just dipping into their minds while they sleep. If we spend
more time in alien heads, we might never find our way back."

Vasiht'h glanced at him, then looked
pointedly at the open-air balcony with the multiple races and
species moving about on it, drinking, laughing, their conversation
a textured white noise tapestry. He tweaked the mindline with a
bright lemon amusement.

Jahir sighed and smiled.
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 Case Study: The Captain

 


"There's a battlecruiser laying over,"
Vasiht'h said as he entered the room.

"There usually is," Jahir said, without
looking up from his data tablet, one long hand still on the mug of
steaming kerinne.

"I sent them a note advertising our
services," Vasiht'h continued.

"What?" Jahir put down the tablet. "Why?
Fleet ships carry their own medical personnel. They wouldn't need
to contract out for therapy."

"They don't need to, but they might want to,"
Vasiht'h said, padding into their small kitchenette to fix his own
breakfast. "You never know. And we could use the business."

"We'd be better off advertising in the
commons," Jahir said, returning to the news.

"You never know," Vasiht'h said again,
unperturbed.

 


***

 


/Don't be smug,/
Jahir said through the mindline as their guest stepped into their
office and came to a halt at something that looked like parade
rest.

/I'm not smug,/
Vasiht'h said, but his sending was threaded through with ticklish
little sparkles.

Jahir blew a mental sigh his way and said,
"Ah... sir? What can we do for you?"

"My C-med tells me I need to see someone,"
the man said, looking harried. "I heard you work on people while
they sleep."

"That's right," Vasiht'h said.

"Lead me to your bed, then—don't bother with
a sedative, I won't need one. It'll be such a relief not to be
bothered for a change."

Bemused, they took him in, watched him
arrange himself on the couch and... within minutes, he had passed
out.

"What do you make of it?" Jahir said at the
door.

"Human. Probably in his mid-forties?"
Vasiht'h guessed. "I can't read these tabs on his uniform."

"Let's look them up, we've got time," Jahir
said. He smiled ruefully. "At least twenty minutes, since he didn't
need any prep to go down like everyone else!"

"He didn't even give us his name," Vasiht'h
said, bemused.

"At least it's on his breast tab," Jahir
said, looking at it. "Amadeo, Paul."

"Right," Vasiht'h said, checking the data
tablet. "Looks like he's the captain of that battlecruiser."

"Well," Jahir said, looking at the man's
careworn face, now slack; he had rarely seen such a deep sleep in
one of their patients. "I suppose we should find out what's ailing
him."

"Worried?" Vasiht'h said, padding closer.

"A little," Jahir said. "I have no experience
with the military mind."

"I suspect the military mind is a lot like
any other. Just with different worries," Vasiht'h said.

"And worries are what we're about," Jahir
observed. But he held out his hand, and his partner took it, and
together they slipped down the mindline, out and into the sleeping
mind of their patient.

 


 


When the captain awoke, he did abruptly, as
if in response to some unheard alarm. He rubbed his temple. "Uhn.
Are we done?"

The two therapists looked at one another.
"For now," Jahir said. "We'd like you to come back—ah, how long are
you staying?"

"Two weeks," he said. "Minor refits."

"Then we'd like to see you all two weeks, if
possible."

"My chief medical officer is going to be
thrilled with you two. She says I'm a cracked mess and if someone
doesn't fix me, I'll explode." The captain grinned, weary. "I get
the feeling she was hoping she wouldn't have to do it."

"We'll take care of it, sir," Vasiht'h said
seriously. "See you tomorrow."

"Right," he said, and left at a good clip,
like a ship under steam.

They stared at the door. Then at one
another.

Jahir started to grin. Vasiht'h laughed and
tapped the mindline until it sang.

 


***

 


Every day, then, exactly on time to the
minute, Captain Amadeo arrived for his therapy. Each time, he put
his head down on their pillow and fell immediately to sleep.

After that first session, however, neither of
them did anything more invasive than watch over him and keep the
temperature comfortable.

The man who woke on that final day was
bright-eyed and focused, with good carriage and straight shoulders.
He stretched, rolling his arms, and then put his hands on his
knees. "So, doctors. This is our last session. Tell me, am I
cured?"

"You were never sick, Captain," Jahir said.
"But I believe your chief medical officer will have no complaints
of you."

Rising, Amadeo said, "I'll have the ship's
purser square things with you, financially, if that's all
right."

"Perfectly," Jahir said.

The captain shook Vasiht'h's hand and
politely refrained from offering to Jahir. "Thank you, gentlemen. I
feel like a new man." He paused at the door. "You never did say...
and if it's all right to ask? What exactly was it that was
bothering me?"

The two therapists traded glances and
frissons of yellow laughter through the mindline.

Jahir said, "Lack of sleep."

"Lack of—" Amadeo stopped. And then laughed,
round and deep. "Good one, gentlemen. Next time I'm in the area,
I'll be back. For a nap!"

"We'll keep the pillow plumped for you,"
Vasiht'h said.
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 Case Study: In Dreams

 


Some of their patients were able to remember
their presence in the dreams Jahir and Vasiht'h used to help them.
And in that, the two therapists found many moments of
amusement.

The Harat-Shar who dressed them both up as
one of their intraracial angels, in spotted cloaks that became part
of their skins, and masks with fangs and terrible slim swords:

/Do you at least know what
to do with one of these?/ a leopard-spotted Vasiht'h asked
him, brandishing the sword.

/I've had some small
training, but certainly not enough to justify this rather martial
loincloth I'm in./

/At least yours is in the
right place,/ Vasiht'h said, looking down at his, placed
where the base of his torso merged into his centauroid chest.

 


***

 


The human who'd come after too much badgering
from wife and son saw them as humans; Vasiht'h appeared as a
heavyset man with brown skin and wiry white and black hair and
Jahir as a pole-thin man so pale his veins seemed to glow.

/You're bald!/
Vasiht'h said.

/So I am,/ Jahir
said. /I also appear to be.../

Vasiht'h looked at their uniforms.
/A parole officer?/

/Our client seems to be
repressing feelings of resentment over his having been forced
here,/ Jahir said.

/This doesn't seem very
repressed to me!/

 


***

 


The enormous centauroid Ciracaana who
stretched Vasiht'h up to match his own race's height:

/Aksivaht'h's
breath!/ Vasiht'h said, looking down some nine feet.
/How do they manage all their paws from this
great distance? I can barely see my own toes!/

/You look.../

/Go ahead, say it,/
Vasiht'h said with a sigh.

/Emaciated,/ Jahir
said finally, amused. /I think I prefer you short
and solid./

Vasiht'h snorted. /At least
one good thing about this shape... for once, I'm the one looking
down at you!/

 


***

 


Another Harat-Shar this time, who put Jahir
in homeworld native clothes. A woman's native clothes.

/I never thought I'd see
you in silk,/ Vasiht'h said. /Much less
see-through silk./

Jahir looked down at the filmy scarves that
passed for a bra and the jingly belt and extra scarf that did
nothing to cover his nethers. /This is the only
time you will see me in see-through silk, I pledge you./

/I don't... uh... recall
you being quite so... endowed./

/That,
arii, is a Harat-Shariin addition. Thank God and
Lady. I don't know that I would be able to walk
otherwise./

 


***

 


There was a Hinichi who gave them fur and put
them alongside the ancient wolves of the religion that gave rise to
their sentience ("We made a handsome set," Jahir observed of their
black and white shapes racing alongside one another). And the
Asanii who envisioned Jahir as a priest of the Sun and Vasiht'h as
a priest of the Moon. The Seersa male who saw them as floating
symbols in his race's alphabet, the Seersan Universal Phonetic
Alphabet—they'd had to look those up later to find out it had been
their names. The Tam-illee engineer had abstracted them into
diagrams with diaper pins: he'd been having issues with his
children. A Fleet officer passing through had sensed them as vague
ships in orbit around an unknowable star, and had woken up
complaining of ghost readings on his sensor panels.

 


***

 


And then there was the Glaseahn woman with
the spotted back, who after a single session had conceptualized
Jahir as Aksivaht'h, the goddess herself, and never once deviated
from it in all the sessions since.

"Why you?" Vasiht'h complained outside the
chamber while they waited for her to wake. "I'm the Glaseah!"

"Maybe she thought I was more feminine than
you," Jahir said, amused.

Vasiht'h snorted. "We don't notice things
like that. We don't have the hormone issues the rest of you folk
do."

"Is that so?" Jahir said, the mindline dusted
with daffodil-yellow amusement.

Vasiht'h's retort was interrupted by the
arrival of their patient, who smiled tentatively at them both.

"You're free to go, alet," Jahir said.

"Thank you," she said. And smiled at
Vasiht'h. "Ah... maybe you can walk me out?"

Vasiht'h blinked at her owlishly, his
feathered ears slicking back. "Of course."

Her smile was shy as he fell in alongside. He
had the uncomfortable feeling he was about to uncover the source of
the issues that had brought her to their door.

 


***

 


Politely, Jahir left them alone and went to
strip the sheets from the client couch. He noted the spike of
surprise through the mindline without comment and tossed the dirty
linens into the hamper, running a decontaminator over the pillow
and beginning on the mattress.

When Vasiht'h returned, he said innocently,
"Asked you out, did she?"

Vasiht'h grumbled and stomped through the
door to the kitchen.

Jahir called, "SHE WAS CUTE!"

"YOU GO OUT WITH HER, THEN!"

Jahir grinned and started making the bed for
the next client.
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 Case Study: The Sailor

 


"I think this is less psychiatry and more
meddling," Vasiht'h muttered.

"You may be right," Jahir said, standing at
the entrance. "Should we leave?"

"Nooooo," Vasiht'h said slowly. And
sighed.

So they walked under the broad arch with its
decoration of shed stars trailing from a solar skiff, into a
hemispherical room englobed with curved floor-to-ceiling windows.
Amid the chatter of passengers awaiting their boarding calls, they
spoke quietly to a steward and were escorted into an office where a
surprised Asanii looked up from his tablet. He was middle-aged,
more humanoid than feline, lean and focused in a dark blue uniform
embroidered with the trailing stars from the arch.

"You're here to apply for the opening?" he
asked, looking from one to the other.

"No," Jahir admitted. "We're here to ask a
question of an experienced sailing master."

Vasiht'h said, "Jahir and Vasiht'h,
xenotherapists. We work—"

"—down past the commons, I've heard of you,"
the man answered, mystified. "Go on, then. How can I help you?"

"Would you hire a man who'd had an accident?"
Vasiht'h asked.

The Asanii leaned back, crossing his arms
over his chest, and lifted a brow. "What's this about, then? You
have a candidate for me?"

"We... might know of one, yes," Jahir said,
exchanging a look with Vasiht'h. "He ran small vessels for
twenty-two years between Seersana and Karaka'Ana. A bad accident
put him on shore. He's come out to the starbase for a change of
venue."

"He's healed up," Vasiht'h said. "But he
hasn't applied for new work. His wife sent him to us, but we
haven't had any luck getting him to open up about what's holding
him back."

"We're a bit adrift," Jahir finished. "We
came for advice."

"Neither of you've had any trouble in space,
eh?" the Asanii said, flicking his ears back. At their expressions,
he said, "Then neither of you've been scared enough in your lives
to imagine what it's like. Particularly if you're the captain. And
if the ship's small... well, so much the worse. They come apart
quick when they fail, small ships." His eyes lost their focus.
"I've had some bad ones, I have."

/You think.../
Vasiht'h began, the mindline tinged with the astringence of
uncertainty.

/I do,/ Jahir said
firmly, making tea of that astringency. /Think of
it as a referral to a more experienced practitioner./

/If you say so,/
Vasiht'h said, but a touch of humor reached him, like honey.

"I don't suppose you'd be willing to do a
fellow sailor a favor," Jahir said. "And go out with him for a
drink."

The Asanii's eyes grew sharp again. He looked
at them. "Eh? I thought you were going to ask me to give him a
job."

"We wouldn't do that," Vasiht'h said. "You
don't know him."

"But you do know ships, and you do know
accidents, and frankly not all the reassurance from two
ground-bound souls like ourselves will convince a man who's spent
twenty-two years piloting small craft that we know what we're
talking about," Jahir said. "He needs to hear the stories from
someone who's been there."

"It is good, trading stories," the Asanii
said. "Well, sunspit, no reason not. Haven't talked to someone new
about the trade in ages. I'll forward you my card, ah? You tell him
to look me up. We'll have a beer."

"Thank you," Jahir said as Vasiht'h offered
his hand palm-up.

The Asanii covered it with his, and nodded to
the Eldritch. "No trouble," he said.

 


***

 


At the conclusion of yet another unproductive
session, they mentioned the offer from the owner of the solar skiff
enterprise on the rim. "A colleague," Jahir said. "He thought you'd
want to talk shop."

With a grunt, their patient took his
leave.

 


***

 


The man missed his next appointment with only
a cursory note of explanation.

"We blew this one," Vasiht'h said with a
sigh. His voice was embroidered with little rain-clouds in the
mindline, which Jahir brushed off vaguely until the sending between
them was only a little damp with pessimism.

"Patience," he said over his cup of coffee,
reading his data tablet.

"Do you really think we need to have
experienced things to help people through them?" Vasiht'h
wondered.

Jahir set his data tablet down and looked at
him over his small breakfast. "No. Obviously, or we wouldn't be in
this line of work. We've helped Harat-Shar with labyrinthine
amorous troubles, parents with children, workers with job problems
so esoteric they had to explain them at length to us. And they've
walked out of our office with lighter shoulders."

"Then why is this one different?" Vasiht'h
asked. "Why did we have to give it up?"

"Because, arii,"
Jahir said, "he needed absolution, not healing. And we are not
priests in the religion to which he bows."

Vasiht'h glanced at him sharply, but the
Eldritch had already returned to his reading.

 


***

 


Three weeks later, they finally heard from
their grounded captain.

"Tickets?" Jahir said, bemused.

"Two," Vasiht'h agreed, spreading the message
for the details. "On a tourist's skiff. A shot through the spindle
for a spacer's view of the inside of the base, and then a skim off
the top to catch a trail of passing debris. A 'jewelfall cruise.'
And our man's in charge. I guess we got him a job...!"

"He got himself a job, it sounds more like,"
Jahir said, laughing. "Well, what about it, arii? Care to go for a joyride?"

"I'll go schedule it now!"
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Case Study: Helplessness

 


There were some for whom they could do
nothing.

 


...the devout Hinichi whose medical tests had
proven him incapable of fathering children, torn between his
desperate desire for a family and the religion that barred him from
extraordinary measures, a religion that had given him strength and
purpose all his life... he could no more turn from that faith than
he could from his life, but he could not relinquish his dreams of a
family, of children and grandchildren. He came to them because they
could meet his eyes without flinching, could bear the anguish
there, so gravely mastered so that he could remain functional. But
they knew, and their patient did also, that he was dissolving out
from under that mastery, and that there was nothing any of them
could do about it if he could give up neither of these things that
made him who he was.

 


...the woman who'd remembered loving music
for as long as she had memory, who had wanted nothing more than to
be a musician, and whom had proved utterly untalented despite her
devoted studies, her constant attempts to improve... she came to
them, and wept, and asked them for silence. They tucked a blanket
around her thin shoulders and crept from the room, leaving only the
ambient noises of their office to distract her from the symphonies
that played in her head, and that she would never play in any other
way.

 


...the Harat-Shar who loved two others; a
cripple no longer able to respond to him physically and too afraid
to share him, and a human who loved him and couldn't bear to admit
that love for another man, and another species... on arrival he
begged them to take his dreams from him; in vain they explained
that to do so would be to disable him, to disorder his mind. He
refused to listen. When they entered his dreams that first session,
they understood why, for they were filled with loneliness and the
inexorable sensation of being ripped apart. His soul, asleep, was
nothing but a long, unfinished scream. They guided his dreams in
other directions, vigilant, grieving.

 


...the woman who worked on the starbase, who
loved a Fleet officer from whom she was parted for years at a
time... she said to them, exhausted, "We can give up the work that
fulfills us... or give up the love that completes us. Either way we
are condemned. But... I miss her so much." She found peace in their
company, speaking of her work or the news of the day, but the pain
central to her life, around which all other weaknesses and stresses
revolved, none of them could resolve and she refused to broach.

 


...the widower who made his first appointment
with them eighteen years after the death of his wife, who had
raised all three children and seen them into adulthood and never
healed from his loss... he never spoke during their sessions, only
went quietly to their couch and stretched himself upon it, and
closed his eyes, and slept.

 


Week after week, they came, and slept or
talked or did not talk. Week after week, Jahir and Vasiht'h
received them, and stood vigil to their dreams, faced their
depressions without judgment, ministered to the pains that shaped
them, and could or would not be removed. And when it wore them
down, Vasiht'h found Jahir in the bedroom and sat beside him and
silently wrapped his dark-furred arms around his taller friend; and
Jahir bent until he could rest his brow against the other's
forelock, and set a hand, flat and open, on his back. And there,
they took comfort in that they could comfort one another, if they
could comfort no one else.
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 Case Study: The Harat-Shar

 


"So, Miss... Keshya, is it?"

"That's right," the Harat-Shariin woman said,
leaning on the couch and smiling at him. It was a very
Harat-Shariin smile, hinting at happy, lascivious thoughts.

/I get the strange the
feeling she is not here for therapy,/ Vasiht'h murmured
through the mindline.

Jahir ignored him. "Keshya, then." He glanced
at the copy of the intake form she'd filled out on his data tablet
and tried not to notice her watching him. "Why are you here?"

She continued to stare, lost in her own
private reverie.

"Miss Keshya?" Jahir said again.

"Oh!" she exclaimed. "Sorry. Ah, I am here
for a therapy session. I filled out the form...?"

Jahir tried not to exchange glances with
Vasiht'h; technically he didn't need to, since he could sense his
partner's bemusement through the mindline. It tasted like that
peanut butter liqueur they'd had once. Confusing.

"We've reviewed the form carefully," Jahir
said. "According to your responses, alet... there's nothing wrong."

"Oh but there is!" she exclaimed. "I have a
thing for unavailable men!"

There was a long silence in the room.
Vasiht'h and Jahir looked at their patient. Their patient stared...
at Jahir. Happily. Almost indulgently. After a moment, she even
purred a little.

There was a coughing noise so distinct Jahir
almost thought it was real, and not an artifact of the mindline.
"Forgive me, alet, but I appear to be
misinterpreting you—"

"—you're here to look at Jahir," Vasiht'h
said.

She sighed. "You have found me out." She
grinned. "I've seen the two of you in the commons, and... well... a
real Eldritch. I've never seen one. As far as I know, there's not
another one on the entire Starbase. Or in the entire sector. I
couldn't resist. I don't want to touch you, I know that's not
something one does. And I don't want you for myself. But I
thought... it would be nice just to look. And maybe fall asleep
with the pretty pictures in mind. I'll be good, I promise."

"So you really did pay our consultation fee
just to spend an hour staring at my partner," Vasiht'h said.

She sighed, resting her cheek in her hand and
continuing to gaze at Jahir. "Yessss. Now, no doubt, you will send
me away. But it will have been worth it."

Vasiht'h cleared his throat. "Ah... will you
excuse us a moment, alet? I'd like to talk
with my partner."

"Of course," she purred.

They walked together out of the office. Once
the door slid closed, Vasiht'h's haunches dropped and he grasped
his stomach, laughing silently into a cupped palm. Jahir watched
his paroxysms with narrowed eyes, arms folded.

"Done?" he said dryly, once the Glaseah began
to wipe his eyes.

"What do you want to do about this,
arii?" Vasiht'h said.



Jahir sighed. "We should send her away. We're
not models, we're therapists."

"But?" Vasiht'h asked.

"But her interest is harmless," Jahir said.
"I could do some work. She can fall asleep on our couch. She'll
leave happy."

Vasiht'h peered up at him. "Are you sure? I
thought you'd find it... more upsetting. Especially after that
incident at school."

Jahir shook his head. "She's not human,
arii. The Harat-Shar... when they tell you
they just want to look, they're not lying. If they wanted more,
they'd have absolutely no trouble asking."

"If you're sure," Vasiht'h said, struggling
with his amusement. "I can send her away for you if you want."

"You were the one who told me when we left
Seersana that I'd be dealing with this sort of thing," Jahir said.
"This is just the first time it's been quite so..."

"Obvious?" Vasiht'h said.

"Simple to resolve," Jahir said, with weary
amusement.

So they went back into the room together.
Their patient was standing already, waiting by the door.

"You can lie back down if you wish," Jahir
said. "You don't mind if my partner stays in the room?"

"Oh, not at all," she said, eagerly resuming
her perch on the couch. "Your very own chaperone, yes?"

"Something like that," Jahir said. He pointed
at a data tablet. "I'll make notes on your case while you
rest."

She beamed. "Yes, please do."

"And one more thing, Miss Keshya," Jahir
said. "I permit this because you already paid the hour. But I don't
want to see a parade of Harat-Shar through my office after this.
Vasiht'h and I are professional therapists; we have patients to
schedule who have actual issues, and I would be highly displeased
to have their time displaced by those who don't have their
needs."

"You mean... I'll be the only one who gets
this close look," she said, threading her fingers together. "Oh
yes! Absolutely!" She leaned forward, brows lifting. "As far as
anyone else is concerned, I am here to
talk." She leaned back with a sigh. "I really wasn't jesting, the
part about unavailable men. When you have the number of lovers I
do, it starts to sound soothing, to be able to look and appreciate
without having to navigate all the attendant... complexities."

"That does sound like an actual problem,"
Vasiht'h said, sober. Mostly. The mindline was sparkling, sunlight
on water. "Maybe you should cut down on the number of your
lovers."

"Oh!" she said. "No, no. For all their
irritations, they're worth it." She sighed, fond. "Very much. But
yes. I shall enjoy my little respite... mmm. Yes. It will be
very... healing." She grinned at them both
so winningly that even Jahir had to laugh.

So Jahir sat, took up the tablet and went to
work. Their patient put her cheek in her hand again and watched him
with deep satisfaction, and eventually slid to sleep with a very
happy grin.

"What do you think?" Vasiht'h said later
after she'd taken her leave, and a more pleased and relaxed client
they'd rarely had the privilege to see off.

"I think that's possibly the easiest we've
made someone happy... maybe ever," Jahir said dryly.

Swiping the mindline once, Vasiht'h felt an
unnamed weight. "...and?"

"I feel a little confused," Jahir said.

"Peanut butter liqueur."

He laughed. "Yes." He shook his head.
"Harat-Shar!"

"Yes," Vasiht'h said. And added, "But not
together."

Jahir eyed him severely and left him
snickering by the door.
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 Case Study: The Witness

 


"I need your help," the slim man in Fleet
uniform said. There was a caduceus on his breast tab and a focused
look on his face. "We need to get this man debriefed, and to do
that he has to calm down. But I can't even start... he can't talk
without hysterics. He's either like this or catatonic. I was hoping
since you work while people are asleep—"

"That we can begin the healing where he's
more malleable?" Jahir said.

"Yes," the Fleet physician said.

They all looked through the window at the man
pacing... pacing. Constantly moving. His face was locked in a
rictus of shock.

"What happened to him?" Vasiht'h asked,
low.

"He was on his way down-planet when a pirate
came through," the physician said. "Destroyed the settlement and
the ship he was serving on."

"The ship too?" Jahir asked, startled. "A
Fleet vessel?"

"A small one, but yes. So you can see why we
need him to talk. He's one of the only survivors."

Jahir looked at the haunted figure, shoulders
rounded, head bent, tremors in the arms and knees. "He'll need to
sleep."

"I'll give him a soporific."

 


***

 


/God and Lady,/
Jahir whispered down the mindline as they looked at their patient,
now slack on the facility's bed.

/He's been through
hell,/ Vasiht'h agreed, compassion threading the words with
pained sparks like an irritated nerve. The Glaseah looked up at his
much taller partner. /This is not going to be one
of our easier times.../

Thinking of what the man had witnessed, Jahir
answered, /No./ And held out his hand.

Vasiht'h took it, and together they bent
toward their patient's tortured dreams.

 


***

 


From within, the maelstrom was unnavigable.
Guilt. Pain. Horror. Flashes of images neither of them wanted to
see.

/What do we do?/
Vasiht'h asked, crowding close to him in the eye of the storm.

/We make an anchor,/
Jahir said. /All your gentlest memories,
arii. And all of mine. We need to help him feel
safe somewhere./

/Nothing seems gentle
enough!/

/No single thing will
be,/ Jahir answered, and began with the sound of a lullaby.
Vasiht'h did not understand the words, but they were liquid-long
and carried with them the smell of jasmine and the feel of summer
sunlight. He saw himself in a cafe at school where they'd met,
surrounded by the bustle of the student body, so many species and
races. He felt the warm working of muscle against the insides of
his legs as his partner rode a galloping horse over a long field.
/Thus,/ Jahir whispered.

He wove his own in, then. The
rough-and-tumble play of his cousins and siblings, wings and paws
and too many legs and laughter. The taste of kerinne after a long
night's work, the satisfaction of having helped someone and the
exhaustion of it. The first time he'd seen a Phoenix flying: flash
of light off metallic feathers as the male soared through the low-g
gymnasium. And on and on. Choosing memories like bright strands,
weaving them into banners hung into that storm.

They rose from their patient's mind dripping
with sweat and weary beyond measure. The man was still
sleeping.

"Will it be enough?" Vasiht'h wondered.

Jahir shook his head.

 


***

 


It wasn't. They returned the following day.
And the one after. And again. And again. Digging deep and finding
good and giving it away. The first time Jahir had used a
shower—there were no such things on his world—the marvel of feeling
the hot spray on skin and wondering how it was issued; Vasiht'h
replayed the message from his family, sent on his graduation... one
so interminable that Jahir had started laughing as one after
another, this cousin or that nephew or this uncle or that relative
took the place of the next in a never-ending stream of
congratulatory Glaseah. They gave the memory of languages buzzing
on the promenade next to their favorite coffeehouse. The sight of
the spindle seen from the base's interior balconies, shrouded by
the shell of atmosphere so that it looked like a pale white arch in
the artificial sky.

They often woke from their work on the floor
with their heads on the edge of the bed. Their exhaustion permeated
their sendings, and the distant worried hush of the medical staff
and the man's commanding officers as they spoke over the
therapists' heads. But they kept their vigil... until the night
they woke to find their patient staring at them from his
pillow.

Stunned, neither of them spoke. He studied
them, first one face, than the other.

"That makes sense of the dreams about having
four feet," he said finally, his voice hoarse but steady.

"You're awake," was all Vasiht'h could think
to say.

"I'm ready to talk," he said, pushing himself
upright. "Send someone in."

 


***

 


They withdrew. The Fleet physician hastily
sent for the intelligence officer and then drew them aside. "What
did you do? Will it last?"

"We don't know," Jahir said after exchanging
a look with Vasiht'h. "But I think you'll be able to use more
conventional techniques from this point forward."

Vasiht'h said, "We'd appreciate if you'd keep
us apprised of his recovery, if you have the chance."

"Of course," the physician said. "And thank
you both. You came recommended, and I see it was
well-deserved."

 


***

 


They retired then, and canceled their
appointments for the next week, and spent several days doing
nothing in particular. They were aware of one another's state
through the mindline: the fatigue and the grief of having existed
amid the man's memories of what he'd seen... and knew better than
to try to talk. Some things were best left to heal unaided,
unmolested.

 


***

 


Several weeks later, the physician sent them
a note. Their patient had returned to duty and was still in weekly
therapy sessions, and was doing well.

'He cites your aid as critical,' the note
concluded, 'because it reminded him there were still things that
needed protection.'

Looking over Vasiht'h's shoulder, Jahir shook
his head. The rue in the mindline felt distantly bitter, like the
memory of medicine. "And I thought creating a point of safety was
the key."

"This is the part where you're supposed to
say something poetic," Vasiht'h commented.

A surge of amusement washed the mindline,
glittering with foam. "And what exactly would you suggest?"

"Like, I don't know," Vasiht'h said. "Health
can blossom out of the soil of safety... but it's useless to plant
it without a sun to grow toward?"

Jahir grinned at him. "There, see? You hardly
need me at all."

"Hmph," Vasiht'h said. "Only if you know what
I'd say, hearing it."

Jahir cocked his head, white hair hissing
over one shoulder. His smile grew lopsided. "That needing a sun is
common sense. It's knowing what makes the sun shine for someone is
the art of the thing."

"Now I know we spend too much time together,"
Vasiht'h said a sigh, and laughed, and knew they too had healed
well.

"Moving on," Jahir said.

"Yes," Vasiht'h said, and brought up their
next patient's file.
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THE CASE OF THE POISONED HOUSE

 


"So, why don't you tell us about your
family?"

/Nicely done,/
Vasiht'h sent on a curl of orange amusement. /I
doubt she even noticed your double-take when she walked
in./

Jahir didn't even look at his partner as he
replied in silent kind, /And what a double-take
it is. No wonder they're having problems./

Their client, currently seated cross-legged
in one of their chairs, was a woman in her late twenties. That she
was Harat-Shariin, one of the the many offshoots of humanity's
genetic experiments hundreds of years ago, was not particularly
unusual in the primarily Pelted Alliance... no, what had surprised
both Jahir and Vasiht'h was that the woman's brother had referred
her for therapy. Her Hinichi brother. People who looked like wolves
did not naturally produce siblings who looked like ocelots.

/How many problems they're
having depends on how old she was when they took her in,/
Vasiht'h said, continuing their silent dialogue as the woman
settled into the chair and began picking at the end of her spotted
tail. /We might get lucky./

/I won't bet on those
odds,/ Jahir said.

"I'm not sure this is a good idea," the woman
began. "I don't think you can understand what I'm going
through."

"Why's that?" Jahir asked.

"Well, I've heard that Glaseah have no
hormones and Eldritch have sex once every six hundred years and
only to procreate, so how can either of you possibly understand
me?"

/Nice opening,/
Vasiht'h muttered.

/At least we won't be
bored./ Aloud, Jahir said, "Do you think these things are
relevant to your feelings about your mother?"

"Of course they are," the woman said. "I'm
Harat-Shariin."

"Your brother's very worried about you,"
Vasiht'h said, speaking for the first time.

Her ears flattened and she looked away. "I
know. I came as a favor to him. He says you two have a good record,
whatever that means."

"We want to help," Vasiht'h said. "Won't you
let us try?"

More picking at her tail-tip. Then a sigh.
"If I don't, Barron will only worry more. I guess we can talk."
Another pause. "You asked about my family. I love my family!"

"When did you come to live with them?" Jahir
asked.

"I was about five, I guess," she said.

/Enough time to imprint on
Harat-Sharii?/ Vasiht'h wondered.

/Not sure,/ Jahir
said. "It sounds like quite a story. We don't get many
Harat-Shariin daughters of Hinichi parents, you know."

She flashed her pointed teeth in her first
grin of the session. "Yes, well, I am special. My birth parents
gave me up for adoption, and Mom and Dad sent all the way to
Harat-Sharii for me."

/Homeworld-bred!/
Jahir thought. /This is more trouble than we
thought./

/Do you think a
five-year-old would have enough time to become a Harat-Shar
culturally?/

/I hope not./ "And
you have... let's see. Three brothers and two sisters!" Jahir said.
"That must have been an adventure."

"A wonderful one," she said. "I love my
family a lot. They're always good to me. I never feel alone." She
looked into her lap, petting her tail-tip for a moment. Abruptly,
she ceased and her voice lost its character. "I miss Mom. I know
Barron doesn't think I do, but I do. Just because I'm not crying
about her doesn't mean I didn't care about her. I did. I cared a
lot."

/And there's the
block,/ Vasiht'h said.

/Obvious,/ Jahir
replied, touching the sending with just a little gray worry despite
the words. /Just how we like them./

"Are you aware of how we work, Sarja?"
Vasiht'h asked.

"Barron says you work on me while I sleep,"
she replied, once again worrying at her tail-tip and sounding
skeptical. One of her rare grins passed over her face. "I guess
that's why the hours."

"It tends to help if we see people before
their rest periods, yes," Jahir said with a smile.

"I'm not sure if you're familiar with lucid
dreaming," Vasiht'h continued, "but what we do is a little like
inspiring you to have a lucid dream. You'll be aware of us and
we'll be directing your dream so that you can uncover some of the
issues you may not know you're facing."

"Sounds like magic," the woman said.

"It feels like magic," Vasiht'h said. "We
have a tea we ask our patients to drink. It'll help you fall
asleep."

"When you're done--"

"The dreaming sessions usually take an hour
once you fall asleep," Vasiht'h said. "We'll wake you up when we're
done."

The woman shrugged. "Fine. Bring me the tea.
Let's get this done so I can go home."

/You think she'll go under
quickly?/ Jahir asked.

/I have no idea. I guess
we'll find out./

 


***

 


In the kitchen, waiting for the room monitor
next door to sound, Jahir leaned back against the counter and
looked the long distance down to his centauroid partner. "So, do
you think the problem stems from the cultural mismatch?"

"I don't know," Vasiht'h said, "but it's hard
to imagine her not being affected by it. The Hinichi are so stoic
when it comes to showing familial affection."

"And Harat-Shar have what amounts to
socially-mandated incest," Jahir said. "Do you think we'll be able
to do justice to this?"

"What, me the hormone-stripped and you the
prim and stuffy?" Vasiht'h asked with a laugh. He stood and
stretched, spreading dark wings and wiggling white and black toes.
"Haven't we been through this before? We've dealt with plenty of
Harat-Shar."

"But not Harat-Shar having intimacy problems
because their mothers didn't have intimate contact with them,"
Jahir said. "I'm not sure how I even feel about that morally, much
less helping someone who feels deprived because of the lack of it.
Maybe we should refer her to a Harat-Shariin therapist."

"But she's not just a Harat-Shar," Vasiht'h
said. "She's a Harat-Shar raised by Hinichi with Hinichi brothers
and sisters who are worried about her." He sighed. "Her brother
didn't seem all that remote when he came to us, did he?"

"No, but he might not act that way around
her," Jahir said. He filled two mugs with steaming kerinne and
passed one of them down. "Ah. We're jumping to conclusions, though.
We haven't even started the case history. Maybe we'll find out from
her dreams that she's really just afraid of death."

Vasiht'h's paws twitched. "Maybe. But you
know, cousin, I begin to wonder if the mindline doesn't make us
more sensitive to other people. Our intuitive leaps are usually
correct."

"Usually," Jahir said. "Not always."

 


***

 


The monitor sounded, a muted chime.

"To work," Jahir said, putting the mug
aside.

Vasiht'h followed him into the room next
door, where their client had curled herself into a furry ball, both
arms wrapped around a pillow. She wore a stubborn expression, even
in her sleep.

/Poor thing,/
Vasiht'h said, /She doesn't even give up her
troubles in bed./ He held out a hand.

Working against social taboos centuries
strong, Jahir slid his own fingers into the black, furred ones, and
the already-strong mindline broadened into a deep, powerful
channel, the link that made their special brand of therapy
possible. They turned their attention as one and reached for the
sleeper, falling through the layers of her consciousness and into
the tangle that preoccupied her as she slumbered.

Their client was cleaning, it seemed. The
corners of a wooden home. The walls. The ceilings, though how she
reached them neither she nor her two observers understood. She
spent a long time doing this, until an older man passed through, a
stern but absent Hinichi elder.

The man asked her what she was doing. She
was, of course, cleaning. There was poison somewhere, and she had
to get rid of it all. The elder thought she should keep at it,
then.

/Is she the poison?/
Jahir wondered.

/Or her unmet desires,
which she's trying to keep away from her family,/ Vasiht'h
said. /Do you want to affect?/

They watched a while longer as their client
went from room to room, sweeping invisible dirt from walls,
searching and becoming frustrated when her search turned up no
poison.

/Let's affect,/
Jahir said. /I'll go first./

/Right./

Jahir took on the seeming of a younger
Hinichi, suggesting with a breath, I'm family. He made and sat in a
chair in one of the rooms, and when the client entered, he said,
"What are you looking for?"

The woman, exasperated, thought it was
obvious. She was looking for poison.

"There are many kinds of poisons," Jahir
said. "What will this kind do?"

This kind would kill her!

/Her?/ Vasiht'h
wondered.

Jahir asked, "Kill you? What about us, your
family?"

He was ridiculous. Her family couldn't be
hurt by poison. They didn't even realize it existed, so how could
it hurt them? Now could she return to her search? It was very
important.

"Go ahead," Jahir said. /Interesting. Your turn./

Vasiht'h chose to show himself as another
family member, but he did not address her. She cleaned her way
around him until she frowned and looked around. She didn't
understand.

"What don't you understand?" Vasiht'h
asked.

She knew the poison had to be in the house
somewhere, but she'd searched it from top to bottom, in every nook
and cranny. How had it escaped her? This was very important... if
she didn't find it, she would die.

"Maybe there's no poison in the house,"
Vasiht'h said.

This was obviously ridiculous. Of course
there was. She knew this with a personal certainty, no matter what
her brothers and sisters said.

"We've told you again and again there's no
poison," Vasiht'h said. "Why don't you believe us?"

She loved her brothers and sisters very much,
but if there was no poison, why was she sick?

"Perhaps because you think you should
be."

Nonsense, that was definitely nonsense. All
she wanted was love and acceptance, and this poison was in the way.
She would just have to go back to cleaning until she found it. Now
would her brother kindly move out of the way?

/What do you think?/
Vasiht'h asked.

/I think what you're
thinking,/ Jahir said. /She's getting
agitated, though. We should slip out before she finishes
waking./

 


***

 


"So," said the woman ten minutes later. "What
did you find out?"

"You tell us," Jahir said. "What did you feel
on waking?"

"Irritated," the woman said, tail twitching.
"I had this weird dream--did you plant it?"

"No," Jahir said. "We were just watching.
What do you remember about the dream?"

She looked at her tail. "I remember being
upset because something was killing me and no one was helping me to
get rid of it."

/Interesting!/
Vasiht'h said.

"Do you remember what the thing was?" Jahir
asked.

"I'm not sure. Some sort of gas," she said.
"I kept looking for something, you know, liquid. Like a stain. But
there was no stain. I was supposed to be looking for a gas, and I
was getting weaker and weaker because I didn't realize I couldn't
see what was killing me." She picked at her tail-tip. "I'd rather
not dream that again."

"I don't blame you," Vasiht'h said.

"So what's wrong with me?" she asked. "Barron
said you usually know within a single session."

/Which of us should
deliver, you with your hormones missing-in-action, or me with my
social bondage?/

Vasiht'h's snort echoed down the mindline.
/Better let me. She'll find it harder to be angry
with me./

/No arguments
there./

"Well, Sarja," Vasiht'h said. "You were older
than many cross-race babies are when they're adopted. Five years is
plenty of time to develop expectations of how your parents are
going to show their love."

"So this is about me being Harat-Shariin
after all," the woman said. "You think I haven't cried about my
mother dying because she didn't pet me the way my Harat-Shariin
mother did."

"That's what we think," Vasiht'h said.

She picked at her tail tip. There was already
a bare spot on it. "I don't remember my birth-mother all that
well."

"You don't have to remember her consciously
to have developed a feeling about how parents are supposed to act,"
Vasiht'h said.

She stopped plucking her tail, stared at
them, and said, "I think you're wrong." And then she left, back
stiff and ears flat against her head. The door slid on their
startled silence.

"Did I not state it gently enough?" Vasiht'h
wondered, his words echoing up the mindline with a touch of limp
remorse.

"We either hit the mark exactly right," Jahir
started.

"--or?"

"Or we missed it entirely," Jahir said. "I
have no idea which."

"Let's just hope she comes back," Vasiht'h
said.

 


***

 


"What did you do to my sister?"

/This doesn't look
good,/ Vasiht'h said.

"We evaluated her as you requested," Jahir
said. "But her case is complex. We'd like her to come back so we
can continue working with her."

"She says you told her that Mother didn't
love her!" the man exclaimed.

"We told her that we thought it likely that
she didn't interpret your mother's behavior as loving because it
didn't match the behavior displayed by her Harat-Shariin mother,"
Jahir said. "She was old enough to become accustomed to how
Harat-Shar families operate... not how Hinichi families
operate."

The Hinichi wrinkled his nose. "We loved her
far more than her Harat-Shariin family ever did."

"I don't doubt that," Jahir said. "This is
working on a more subtle, subconscious level, Barron."

"She doesn't want to come back," the Hinichi
said. "I just came to pay for her session."

/Not good at all,/
Vasiht'h said.

/No,/ Jahir said.
/But we can't exactly coerce her./ "We
appreciate that," the Eldritch continued out loud. "Though we wish
we could finish what we've started. We can diagnose a problem
within a session, but we can't solve it."

"If all she's going to take away from this is
that Mother didn't love her enough, it's not worth it," the man
said. "She's upset enough as it is without thinking thoughts like
that about the woman we just put to the ground."

"Of course," Jahir said as the man counted
out a stack of coins. The Alliance had standard monetary units, but
it was still usual for physical money to change hands, particularly
with people outside the sophisticated Core.

The Hinichi began to hand the stack over when
he stopped. "Oh, I can't hand this to you, can I?"

"You can give it to my partner," Jahir
said.

The man turned to the shorter Glaseah and
handed him the money. "It must make things difficult for you, not
to be able to touch anyone."

"It's just the way we're raised," Jahir said.
"It's hard to escape the conditioning we had as children."

"And that's Sarja's problem, is it?" the
Hinichi said. He snorted. "Love is what Harat-Shar say love
is."

"Exactly," Vasiht'h said.

The man laughed. "Right. So Eldritch love is
never touching, and Harat-Shariin love is abandonment. I think I'll
stay with what I learned as an adult." He bowed. "Thank you for
your attempts, alet-sen."

/Jahir!/

/I heard it too. Do you
suppose--/

/It makes a lot more
sense, don't you think?/ Vasiht'h said,
urgency compacting the words, black and spiked. /We got too tangled in what we thought the problem was to
actually see the problem./

"Master Barron," Jahir called after the man's
retreating back, standing. "A moment, if you would...?"

The Hinichi paused at their door. "Yes?"

"We'll give you all your money back if you
give us just one more chance to talk with Sarja," Jahir said. "Just
talk. No dreams. One more session... if she doesn't want to come
back after what we have to say, that's fine. We won't charge
her."

He hesitated. "You think you can help? More
than you did before?"

Jahir exchanged a look with Vasiht'h. The
latter said, "We're sure of it."

 


***

 


"Mother loved me," Sarja said at their door,
scowling.

"We know," Vasiht'h said.

Jahir continued, "It was your birth-mother
who didn't love you."

The woman's eyes widened in shock . . . and
then she let out a long wail.

As Vasiht'h helped her back to the couch,
Jahir said, /No wonder the poison couldn't kill
her real family. They knew she'd been abandoned, but they still
love her. She's the only one who could die if she found it and
looked at it./

/I wonder how long she's
been trying to clean that house?/ Vasiht'h said.

/Probably all her
life,/ Jahir said, drawing his chair closer and passing the
client a handkerchief through Vasiht'h's hands. /Hopefully in a few weeks she'll put away her bucket and
towels and be done with the whole business./

/Hopefully,/
Vasiht'h said. /Let's get to work./

/Gladly./
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